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Editor's Introduction: Of Polemics
Daniel C. Peterson
Why, I and olhers associated with this Review have been asked
on a number of occasions, do you have to be so polemical, so
argumentative? The question is often put with some feeling, and
sometimes even with a kind of sadness. Not infrequently, it comes
from people who are, roughly speaking, "on our side,"
As a prelude to a partial answer, permit me to share a letter I
recently received from a local leader of the Church in a distant
foreign country:

Dear brother:
Has there appeared any refutation of the claims in New
Approaches to th e Book of Mormon? I read it and ,
together with Inventing Mormonism and Mormon
Polygamy: A HislOry, I am almost persuaded that Joseph
Smith was the author of the Book of Mormon , the First
Vision and- if I add Buerger' s articles in D ialogue-of
the temple ceremonies.]
If their claims are valid, it depri ves Mormonism of its
special appeal. ... Their arguments and evidences, I think ,
are solid . I'm aski ng for more compell ing ev idences or
arguments. 2
I was very pleased that we were able to send to thi s troubled
member of the Church a copy of Review of Books on the Book of
I The letter refers to Brent Lee Metcalfe. ed" New ApprOllches 10 th e Book

0/ Mormon: explorations in CritiC(J1 Mel/rod%gy (Salt Lake City: Signature
Books, 1993); H. Michael Marquardt and Wesley P. Walters. In ven ting
Mormonism : Tradition and th e Historical Record (Sa lt Lake City: Smi th
Research Associates, 1994; "distributed by Signature Books"); and Richard S.
Van Wagoner. Mormon Polygamy: A History (Salt Lake City: Signature Books,
1986). The Dialogue articles which it mentions are now substantially available
as David John Buerger, Th e Mysteries of Godliness: A History of Mormon
Temple Wo rship (San Francisco: Smith Research Associates, 1994; "di stributed
by S~ nature Books").
I have fixed cenain very small English errors in the letter; otherwise, it is
printed here as I received it.
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Mormon 611 ( 1994), which is wholly dedicated to comment in g
upon New Approaches to the Book of Mormon. I cannot tell
whether or not he will find our argumentr. persuasive; I know that
many have. I am also happy that the present issue of the Review
contain s a discussion of Inventing Mormonism .
As usual, certain of the books and authors with whom we
concern ourselves have received praise and a pproval from
hardcore anti-Mormons. For instance. the Fall 1994 issue of the
Christian Research Journal, published by the late "Dr." Walter
Martin's Christian Research Institute in San Juan Capistrano,
carries ads for such treasures as How to Rescue Your Loved One
from Mormonism (by David A. Reed and John R. Farkas) and
Mormonism: Changes, Contradictions, Errors (by John R. Farkas
and David A. Reed) . In a brief un signed article. it also praises,
along with Mark J. Cares's Speaking the Truth in Love to
Mormons, Brent L. Metcalfe's New Approaches to the Book of
Mormon, which it describes as conta ining "ten devastating
essays" against the Book of Mormon, and Inventing Mormonism:
Tradition and the Historical Record, by H. Michael Marquardt
and Wesley P. Walters . Of the latter volume, it says, "Two of
Mormonism's most thoughtful and sc holarly opponent s join
forces to prove that Joseph Smith's testimonial claims confl ict
with the evidence of historical fact. Exhaustively documentedand strongl y recommended."3 Utah Missions Incorporated, of
Marlow, Oklahoma, enthusiastically offers In venting Mormonism
for sale, along with classics like Latayne Scott's Why We Left
Mormonism and The Mormon Mirage, David Reed and John
Farkas's Mormons An.{wered Verse by Verse. and a volume of
Colleen RaIson's dreadful anti-Mormon cartoons. 4 Luke Wilson,
of Gospel Truths Ministries in Grand Rapids, Michigan, remarks
of th e same book that it provides "airt ight and inescapable
evidence" of Joseph Smith's dishonesty.s
Well. The French have an ironic say ing that, I think, is
appropriate here: Cet animal est tres mechan!; quand on
i'auaque, ii se defend ("This animal is extremely vicious: when
3 Christian Research iourna/17/2 [FaI11994): 48.
4 The Utah Evange/4117 (October 1994): 8. 9.
5Citcd by Mark A. Kellner. "Mormon History Under Scrutiny," CI"is/ja.l/iry

Toda y 38111 (3 October 1994): 68.
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somebody altacks it, it defends itself'). We did not pick this fight
with the Church's critics, but we will not withdraw from it. I can
only regret that some may think less of us for that fact. (Certain of
ou r critics have emphasized our alleged "nastiness," I am
co nvinced, as a way of di stract ing attention from our evidence and
arguments .)
While thinking about these issues, I ran across a remarkable
little essay in the remarkable journal First Things. 6 Its author,
James Nuechterlein, has faced the same question, "W hy are you
so polemical?" His answer is mine, as well. Such writing, such
debate, such confrontation , he says, is not "everyone's vocation,
and it is not the highest vocation, but it is inescapably ours. It
would be disingenuou s of us to pretend to an attitude of
disinterested ness and neutrality in the culture wars that rage about
us .... And it's hard to imagine that a journal of opinion that had
no opinions would be of use or interest to anyone. Blandness in
the pursuit of truth is no virtue."
Dr. Nuec hterle in points out that polemical writing is not
necessarily the kind that he would have chosen for himself or for
his magazi ne. "We take no particular pleasure in engag ing the
militant feminists and homosexual activists. the Nietzschean
deconstructionists and relativists, the enemies of traditional
morality and religious faith; indeed, the ongoing conflict with our
various utopians and Gnostics is dirty business from whic h no one
emerges with entirely clean hands or uncoarsened sensib ilities."
This is precisely my aUitude, and I am confident that it represents
the attitude of most if not all of my colleagues. 1 am not. by nati ve
temperame nt, confrontational. and, with my associates, would
rather write affirmatively. The gospel is an endlessly fascinating,
rich, profound, and glorious subject. and it is more than a littl e
tiresome, at times. to have to descend from its heights to reply to
carping critics and to sworn, professional enemies of the Church. I
have often felt like Nehemiah, when Sanballat and Tobiah and
Geshem the Arabian, hoping to delay or even to stop the building
of Jerusa lem's city wall , summo ned him to a meet in g for
negotiations. "I am doing a great work," Nehemi ah replied, "so

6 lames Nuech terlein, "This Time: life al Ihe IntelleclUal Barricades," First
Things 46 (October 1994): 12-13.

Vlll
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that I cannot come down : why shou ld the work cease, whi lsl r
leave ii, and come down 10 you?" (Nehemiah 6:3).
The work of the Church is a far greater one than the building
of any city wall. And I firmly believe that the kind of study of the
scriptures represented by the Foundation for Ancie nt Research
and Mormon Studies offers at least a small con tribution to the
work of the Church. But the attacks of the critics create casualties.
(1 think of my corresponde nt from abroad. I think of others,
presumably far more numerous, who may be troubled but who do
not write.) Sometimes it is necessary to cl imb down from the wall.
Sometimes it is even necessary, as Nehemi ah's constru cti on
workers did, to labor with one hand while the other holds a sword
(see Nehemiah 4: 13-23). "Howev er reg retfull y," wri tes Dr.
Nuechterlein . "it is indeed a cu lture war in wh ich my coll eagues
and r find ourselves engaged, and it is won h emphasizing that this
is a connict not of our making. Thi s is no rarefi ed battle of the
books, no mere esoteric disagreement among obscure scribblers.
Ideas, as Ihey say, have consequences."
We who write for the Review have our own fi elds, in which we
aspire to do good and creative work. Many of us hold responsib le
and time-consu ming assignments in the Church. We would prefer
to devote our sparse free time to seeking insights into the gospel
and the restoration . Many of us have more ideas and research
questions than we wi ll ever find the time to deve lop . The negative
work of criticism and, occasionally, of demolition, is something we
approach with genuine reluctance. Again . James Nuechterlein
expresses our feel ings well :
We persist in the struggle because we think it is our si mple
duty to do so, and we frankl y do not take it well that so
many of our fellow inte ll ectual s~w h o if they cannot join
us in the struggle cou ld at least offer moral s u pport~
prefer instead to strike ostentatiously O lymp ian poses
above the fray and to chide us fo r our combative ways.
But we remind ourselves that self-pity is to be avoided, and
we soldier on, armed (we hope) against self-righteousness
by the knowledge that the God of hi slOry sits in judgment
over all the combatants in the wars of the eart hly ci ty,
siding unambiguously with none, offering hi s grace to al l.
Precisely because we know, with the writer to the Hebrews,
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that we have here no abiding city. we are from time to time
tempted to retire from the fray. to set our minds on higher
and better things. But the evils of this world, so far as it is
given us to discern them, are to be resisted, not merely
endured. And there is, we pray . a measure of honor and
dignity even in our grim vocation. So restraining our
naturally irenic impulses, we return to the struggle with all
the courage. wisdom. and ingenuity we can muster. It is, to
repeat, a matter of duty.
And that is why-at least on occasion-we have to be so
polemical.
The opinions expressed in this issue of the Review, like those
in previous issues. are the opinions of the reviewers. They are not
necessaril y those of the Foundation for Ancient Research and
Mormon Studies, of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints. or of the rev iewers ' employers. As always. I am grateful to
the many individuals who helped in the production of this issue:
Dr. Fred C. Pinnegar and Dr. William 1. Hamblin offered valuable
editorial assistance. Dr. Melvin J. Thome did much of the real
work of editing. Brent Hall was, as usual. helpful in numerous
ways. Sandra Thorne got the submissions into publishable shape.
And, of course. without the contributors. the Review of Books on
the Book of Mormon would not exist at all. I wish to express my
thanks, too. to the many who have expressed appreciation for the
Review. They have always far outn umbered our critics. and their
support is one of the most satisfying rewards we can enjoy.

The Bible II. Midland, TX: New World Press, 1991.
644 pp. with index. $19.93.

Reviewed by Royal Skousen
This volume has been advertised recently in Biblical
Archaeology Review (on page 95 of the March/April 1994 issue)
as "The book sure to shake the world! Written by Jews in America
600 B.C.-400 A.D. I The American Indian is the remnant of Israel
that was established in the New World I During a great war that
claimed the lives of millions, these records were hid up to again
come forth in the due time of the Almighty Creator." It can be
obtained from the New World Press Company (P.O. Box 50730,
Midland, Texas 79710) for $19.93, plus $2.24 in postage.
As might be guessed, The Bible If is in fact the Book of
Mormon, but with a number of interesting differences in addition
to the name change. The title page found in other editions of the
Book of Mannon is completely missing, as are the testimonies of
the three and eight witnesses. Nor is there any mention anywhere
of its translator, Joseph Smith. None of the books within (such as
I Nephi, Alma, or Moroni) are titled, but instead each is
designated by number: thus I Nephi is Book 1,2 Nephi is Book 2,
and so on, ending with Moroni as Book 15. The book summaries
that are original with the Book of Mormon text (such as the
summary that begins I Nephi-namely, "an account of Lehi and
his wife Sariah and ... ") have all been removed.
In place of the LDS chapter system (originally devised by
Orson Pratt for the 1879 edition of the Book of Mormon), this
version uses the original chapter system, but still follows Orson
Prau's versification system except that the verses have been
renumbered in accord with the original chapter system. Thus
chapter I of Book 1 (I Nephi) ends up with 135 verses, since the
corresponding LOS chapters (1-5) of I Nephi have 20, 24, 31, 38,
and 22 verses (which equals 135).
The copy text for this version of the Book of Mormon is
clearly the 1981 LOS edition (as corrected in 1983). The Bible II
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faithfully follows the textual changes that were introduced in thaI
edition. This version does, however, systematically remove some
of the King James language style from the Book of Mormon; for
instance, yea is replaced by yes, the pronouns thoultheelthylthine
by you/your, and the -lh verbal ending by -5 (thus hath> has).
But generally the text is the same as the curre nt LDS text.
Copyri ghted material (including the chapter summaries) from
the 1981 LDS edition is not, of course, used. In its place, there is
an introductory passage, plu s an epilogue of quotations from the
Book of Mormon regarding the last days. Two other items appear
in the appendix: an interesting outline of the Book of Mormon
(which serves the same purpose as the chapter summaries in the
current LOS ed itio n), and a useful index of some of the main
terms in the Book of Mannon.
If you do decide to order The Bible II, YO li will also receive
"An Abridgment of The BIBLE II " e ntitl ed " How to Get to
HEAVEN."

John L. Brooke, The Refiner's Fire: The Making of
Mormon Cosmology, 1644-1844 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1994). 432 pp., with

index. $34.95.

Mormon in the Fiery Furnace
Or, Loftes Tryk Goes to Cambridge
Reviewed by William J. Hamblin,
Daniel C. Peterson, and George L. Mitton
"Setting aside this problem of 'reality' for the moment. , ."
John L, Brooke (p. 227)

The Author and His Argument
John L. Brooke is an associate professor of history at Tufts
University whose earlier work has heretofore centered on the
eighteenth-century and earl y nineteenth-cent ury soc ial history of
Massachusetts and New England. His major previous publication ,
which appeared in 1989 and was also published by Cambridge
University Press, is The Heart of the Commonwealth: Society and
Political Culture in Worcester County. Massachusells /7/3/86/. 1 That book received generall y favorable reviews. His new
effo rt , The Refiner'S Fire. focuses on the origins and early
development of Mormon doctrine. 2 It has been prominently
advert ised in such magazines as The New Republic and First

I Hi s dissertation, "Society, Revolution, and the Symbolic Use of the Dead:
An Historical Ethnography of the Massachusetts Near Frontier, 173{)-1820,"
was submitted to the University of Pennsylvania in 1982.
2 An earlier. shorter, and less documented version of some of Brooke's ideas
can be found in his " 'Of whole nations being born in one day': marriage. money
and magiC in the Mormon cosmos, IIBO-I1I46;' Social Scitmce Information
30/ 1 ( 199 1): 107-32.
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Thin gs, where it is endorsed by Jan Shipps.) Nonetheless, as he
himself acknowledges, he is "not a Mormon hi storian"4-and it
shows. Tlte Refiner's Fire. he admit s, " is not necessarily a wellrounded approach to earl y Mormonism" (p. x vii) or "a balanced
hi story" (p. xv ii ), but is rather a "selective reinterpretati on" (p.
xvi), which is conceptuall y depcndcm on D. Michael Quinn 's
Early Mormonism and the Magic World View (p. xvii).5
Brooke ac know ledges that he "share[s ] some of the agnostic
skeptic ism of Fawn Brodie" (p. )(iv), which is cl earl y manifest
throu ghout hi s book . His statemen t that he is "wi lling to accept
the personal sincerity of Joseph Smith 's prophetic claim" (p. xiv),
however, seems contradicted by his assertions (with no supporting
ev idence) that Oliver Cowdery helped Joseph Smith write the
Book of Mormon (pp. 157, \9 5) and that Joseph so mehow
" in spir[ ed l eleven witnesses to sign affidavits that they had seen
and hel d the Golden Plates" (p. l 57)- implying, of course, that
in reality they saw nothing.
Brooke's cla im that his "study is not intended to advance a
cause or a polemic" (p. xiv) also rings rather hollow in li ght of
hi s occas ional denunciations of LOS Church doctrines, policies,
and activities. He sees the idea of " bl ood atonement, " for
instance, as responsib le for "a wave of violence" in the
" Mormon settle me nt s" at the hand s of the "old Oanites" (p .
286). For him, the modern priesthood and Church are "s impl y
vast syste ms of social cont rol" (p. 296). And Brooke's account of
con te mp o rary Mormon Fundam e ntali sts borders on the
slanderous. He mention s only the LeBarons, "Lafferties Isic],"
and Si ngers by name, thereby oFfering an overgeneralized portrait
of Mormon fundamentalists as maniacal murderers, rather than as
the ordinary, basically harmless people that the huge majority of
th em almost certainl y are (pp. 297-98) , Meanwhile, Utah is
3 Prof. Brooke pays tribute to Prof. Shipps (xix) as one of those who read
the entire manuscrip t of The Refiner'S Fire prior to its publication . Her
endorsement also appears on the rear jacket cover.
4 Tile Refiner's Fjre: The Making of MormOIl Cosmology, 1644- 1844
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, (994), xvi; parenthetical references in
the text are to this work. We would like to thank Davis Bilton for helpful
comments.
5 Sail Lake City' Signature Rooks. 1987. Nonetheless. Brooke disag rees
with Quinn on a number of particulars.
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infested with "satanic cults" (p, 298), and Mormons are somehow
responsible for both the "sh uttle disaster of January 1986," and
the cold fusio n fi asco (p, 299), He even goes so far as to
impli cit ly ente rtain the sugges ti on that "t he entire Mormon
communi ty [may be] a danger to the nat ion at large" (p, 299),
(Shades of the Protocols of the Elders of Zion!) We should not
exp~ct a sy mpathetic interpretation of Mormon ori gin s from
Profe ssor Brooke,
The central thesis of Refiner'S Fire is that "there are striking
parallels between the Mormon conce pts of the coequality of
matter and spiri t, of the covenant of ce lestial marriage, and of an
ultimate goal of human godhood and the philosophical trad itions
of alchemy and hermeticism, drawn from the ancient world and
fused with Christianity in the Italian Renaissance" (p, xiii),
Brooke maintain s that "(Joseph) Smith 's Mormon cosmology is
best understood when situated on an intellectual and theolog ical
conjuncture that reaches back not simpl y to a disorderly
antebellum democracy or even to earl y New England but to the
extreme perfectionism forged in the Radical Reformation [of
sixteenth century EuropeJ from the fusion of Christianity with the
ancient occult hermetic philosophy" (p. xvi) ,6 Indeed, typica l
secu larist environmental explanat ions fo r the orig in of the Church
"cannot expla in the th eologicall y distinct message of th e
Mormon church " the Mormon claim of a revealed restoration
ideal has few parallels [in early American religious thought), and
the combination of temple ritual , polygamous marriage, threetiered heavens, the coequal ity of sp irit and maHer, and promise of
god hood is essen tially unique" (p. xvi), Rather, he says, it is
"hermeti cism [which} exp lains the more exotic features of the
inner logic of Mormon theology" (p. xvii), While we quite agree
with Brooke on the fa ilure of environmentalist models adequately
6 On the rear jacket cover of The Refiner's Fire, Cornell's R, Laurence
Moore praises the book and declares that, by connecting Mormonism's founder
with European hermeticism and the Radical Reformation. Brooke "has managed
to raise the intcllectual pedigree of Joseph Smith," Believing Latter-day Saints.
of course, would tend to think instruction from God, ancient prophets, and
angels rather more exalted than Brookc's proposed "ped igrec," But the
establishmentarian disdain impl icit in Professor Moorc's remark may help
account for the astonishing fact that a book such as this could surv ive editorial
scrutiny and be published by so prestigious a press as Cambridge.
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to explain the origin s of the Church, we find Brooke's counterexplanation even less satisfactory.
Reviewers of Professor Brooke 's earl ier book, The Heart of

the Commonwealth, while generally positive and even enthusiastic,
have not infrequently noted his tendency 10 force his data into
preconceived interpretations. His discllssion, in that book ,
attempted to reso lve the history of Worcester Cou nty,
Massachusetts, into a "dial ectic" between "the Harringlonian
commonwea lth vis ion of a corporate polity of rulers and ruled
and a Lockean, compet itive, individualist political orientation," 7
Yct, as Richard O. Brown points out, "application of the dialectic
see ms Jaborcd."8 It is, agrees Boyd Stan ley Schlenthcr, "often
laboured."9 And, says Van Beck Hall, "A ... basic concern is
that his model of Harringtonian commonwealth republicanism
and Lockean liberal individualism postulates a dichotomy that
forces him to strap hi s complex arguments to a rather procrustean
intellectual bed."lo Writing in the first person, Richard Buel, Jr.,
reports that "my consid erable enthusiasm for [Brooke'sl
achievement is qualified by the larger interpretive structure in
which he locates hi s story .
. I must confess to finding the
subordination of the excellent historical material in his st udy to
this larger framework unconvincing because it is repeated ly
imprec ise, irritating because it is intrusive, and confusing."l l
"Instead of building on hi s observations in a subtle manner,"
complains Brendan McConville, "Brooke insists on placing all of
his data into the two rigid categories, a decision which ultimately
undermines the book. This decision is all the more puzzling given

7 The summary is quoted from Richard D. Brown' s "Essay Re view" in Tire
New England Quanerly 64f4 (December 1991 ): 643~59. specifically from page

647.
8 Ibid., 651.

9 Boyd Stanley Schlenther. review of John L. Brooke. The Heart of the
Commonwealth, in Englislr Hi,florical Review 109f430 ( February 1994): 204.
10 Van Beck Hall. review of John L. Brooke. Tile /learl af tire
Commonwealth. in Journal of American History 78/1 (June t99I): 297- 98.
I I Richard Buel. Jr .. review of John L. Brooke, The Heart of the
Co mmonwealth. in Journal of Inlerdiscifllinary HislOry 2211 (S ummer 1991):

, 36- 38.
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that Brooke un derstand s th at both ideo logical con structs are
reductioni st. " 12
Carefu l readers of Profe ssor Brooke's new book wi ll find that
it suffers, at a mini mum, from the same fla ws that these rev iewers
have noted in hi s previous volu me. Regrettably, though, as we
shall allempt to illu strate, Professor Brooke's command of the
data on Mormoni sm, as distinct from his ev ident spec ial ist's
contro l of the facts about earl y Massachusells, is far too weak to
compensate for this book's interpretive errors. I3
Th e Refiner 's Fire is di vided into twelve chapters totaling some
three hund red pages . Brooke first presents a very brief summary
of the origi ns of hermeticism and alchemy, and of the poss ible
influ e nce o f those ideas on various groups of the Radical
Reformation of the sixteenth century (pp. 3-29). He then attempts
to demonstrate how some of these ideas made their way to North
America in the seve nteenth and eighteenth centuries (pp . 30-58).
Hi s third cha pter focu ses on the an cestors of some earl y
Mo rmons, and their (u suall y very tenuou s) lies to variou s
occ ultists and radical relig ious groups in eighteenth-century New
England (pp . 59- 88). His basic thes is here is that the fa mily
bac kground of som e early Mo rmon co nvert s re prese nts
" pred is pos ition s of pre pared pe op les, tradition s and
predi spos it ions shaped in great measure by fami li al connections
and oral culture" (p. 9 1). (This seems to mean that, si nce there is
no hard tex tual evide nce of the supposed hermetic conneclions,
Brooke mu st assume oral tran smiss ion of th ose ideas.) He then
presents a collection of esoteric groups or ideas that existed in the
United States around 1800, which he claims could have influenced
Jo seph Sm ith and ot her earl y Mormons. T hese include
he rme tic is m, al che my, Freemaso nry, Swede nborgiani sm,
Mesmeri sm, Ros icrucian is m, and the mu sings of Luman Walter(s)
the magicia n (pp . 9 1- 104). Cha pte r five, " Alc hymical
12 Brendan McConvil le, revie w of John L. Brooke, The Heart of the
Commonweallil. in Journal of Economic lJislOry 5311 (March 1993): 186-87.
13 Brown, "Essay Review," 647, says of The Heart of the Commonwealth
that it displays "a mastery of faclual detai l that we have not seen before:' The
same thi ng cannot be said of the chapters on Mormonism in The Refiner's /o'ire,
although its bibliograp hy and notes are indispulabl y impressive, at fi rst glance,
fo r their range and qua ntity.
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Experiments," focuses on "[t reasure] di vining, alchemy, and
counterfeit ing [wh ic hJ formed a hermetic triad in popular
culture" (p. 12 1)-the con nect ion between them being thal eac h
offered a different avenue in "t he search for easy wealth" (p.
128), eithe r through finding buried treasure, transmuting base
metals into gold, or counterfeiting coins and bills.
Brooke next attempts. in c hapter six, to associate Joseph
Smith 's immediate ancestors with min ing, alchemy, treasuredivining, Freemasonry, and counterfeiting (pp. 129-46). His book
is thus half over before we reach Joseph's First Vision. In chapter
seven, Brooke attempts to find hermeticism, Freemasonry, and
alchemy in the translat ion process and text of the Book of
Mormon (pp. 149-83). Thereafter, alth ough chrono logica ll y
presented, the subsequent chapters do not offer a coherent hi story
of early Mormonism, and readers unfamiliar wit h LOS history wi ll
often be confused. Instead, Brooke searches for any and every
thought or act of Joseph Smith and other early Mormons that he
can see as related-however vaguely- to hermetic, Masonic,
alchemical, or other occult ic ideas . He first focu ses on ideas of
priesthood, mysteries, temples, cosmology, and preexistence (pp.
184-2 12). Joseph's marriage, sex li fe, and plural marriages are
seen as "repl icatlingl the hermetic concept of div ini zation
through the co niunctio, the alc hemical marriage" (p. 214, cf.
212-18). The Kirtland Bank crisis is seen as having a ri sen from
quasi-counterfeiting, which, in Brooke's metaphorical sty le of
argumentation, makes it quas i-alc hemical (since, fig urati ve ly
speaking, it creates gold out of nothing), whic h somehow
demonstrates that Joseph was a hermet ic ist (pp. 222- 32). Brooke
then focuses on the Nauvoo period, baptism for the dead, and the
temple endowment, in which he sees the ultimate manifestation of
hermetic influences on Joseph, representing a fundamental
departure from the biblical primit ivism of the Book of Mormon
and ea rl y Mormonism. All of this culminates in Joseph's
reformulation of "the dual gendered divlllity that lay at the heart
of the hermetic theology," which is the Mormon '"a ndrogynous
God" (p. 258, cf. 235-61). Polygamy, the Kingdom of God, the
murder of Joseph, and the fall of Nauvoo are the focus of chapter
eleven (pp. 262-77), along with anot her healthy dose of alleged
counterfeit ing (pp. 269- 74). In the final chapter. "Let Mysteries
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Alone" (pp. 278-305), Brooke attempts to demonstrate that
Joseph Sm ith' s original hermetic Mormonism was systematically
dismantled by Brigham Young and other later prophets, who
"deemphas iz[edJ the distinct doctrines of the church" (p. 305),
such as blood atonement, polygamy, the gifts of the Spirit, and
Adam· God . Temple ordinances were neglected to the point where,
Brooke claims, "o nl y the dead who had d ied outside the fa ith

ex plicitly required the savi ng powers of temple ordinances" (p.
292). This results in the modern, oppressive, authoritarian Church,
which "may well soon become essentiall y indistin gu ishable from
conservative Christian fundamentalism" (p. 282), and which has
recently excommunicated intellectuals who "advanced a hermetic
interpretation of Mormon cosmo logy, and most centrall y the
hermetic thesis of a dual·gendered di vi nity" (p. 305). Brooke
concl udes by advising that Mormons would do well to return to
their hermetic origins (pp. 302-5).[4
In part, Brooke is simply tak ing the bas ic thesis of QUinn's
Early Mormonism and the Magic World View and attempting to
extend the range of alleged occult influences on Mormonism
backward in time and space. In one sense this simply belabors the
obvious: It is unde niab le that the alchemical and occult ideas
found in e ighteenth- and nineteenth -centu ry America had
antecedents in Europe in earlier times. Indeed. why should we stop
at the Renaissance? Why not take hermeticism and alchemy back
to their origins in Hellenistic Egypt? Brooke's subt itle cou ld then
read: "The Making of Mormon Cosmology, 344 B.C. to A.D.
1844." The real question, of course, is whether or not such ideas
had any formative influe nce on Josep h Smith and earl y
Mormonism. Here, Brooke has utterl y failed to make his case.

14 The book as a whole is marred by a nearly impenetrable endnote system
that usually nnnotates all ideas and quolations on a paragraph by paragraph
basis. One is thus forced to analyze all citations in a footnote to find the desired
reference, often to discover that tbe point al issue is merely an assertion with no
supporting evidence. Sucb a footnoting system is adequate for a book
syntbesizing generally held academic pOsitio ns. but is inadequate for a
revis ionist study such as this.
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Problems of Definitions and Terminology
Perhaps the fundamental fl aw in The Refiner's Fire is the
author's failure to defin e his ke y terms, especia ll y " magic."
" herme tic is m," and "alc he my ." "Magic" is see n by ma ny
modem scho lars today as a highly prob lematic concept, which has
yet to receive a uni versally accepted scho larly defin ition. 15 Many,
in fac t, fee l that it s use should be abando ned in academic
di scou rse. As one important recent book on the subject puts it,
"We have avoided the use of the term ' magic' in this volume.
It is our convicti on th at magic, as a definable and consislc nI
category of human ex perience. simpl y does not ex ist."16 It is not
a question of whether or not there is a supernatural realm ; the
fundamental problem is that there are no firm boundaries between
activ ities and bel iefs that are clearly magical and those that are
clearly re li gious. From this pers pecti ve. " magic" is sim ply a
subjec tive and generall y pejorative term used to desc ribe
unpopu lar forms of religious ex pression. " The be li efs and
prac ti ces of 'the other' will a lways be dubbed as ' ma gic,'
'superstition' and the like .... Thus the use of the term ' magic'
tells us little or nothing about the substance of what is under
description. The sentence, 'X is/was a magician!' tel1s us nothing
about the be liefs and practices of X; the onl y so lid info rmation
that can be derived from it concerns the speaker's attitude toward
X and the ir relative soc ial re lati o nship ."17 Brooke makes no
serio us attempt to defi ne the term, let alone to deal with the

15 One of the present reviewers (D. C. Peterson) spent much of the summer
of 1994 in a seminar. at Princeton University, on '"The Problem of Religion and
Magie." The thirteen participants in that seminar, coming from backgrounds in
anthropology. biblical studies. classics, history. Indnlogy. Islamic studies.
literature, medieval studies, religious studies. and sociology. were unable 10
arrive at anything re motely like an unproblematic. univer~al definition of
'·magic."
16 lohn G. Gager. Curse Tablels and Binding Spells from (he Ancierlf World
(New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992),24. See his references
and argume nts. as also those gathered by Stephen D. Ricks and Daniel C.
Peterson in "Joseph Smith and 'Magie' : Methodological Reneelions on the Use
or a Term," in "To Be Lellrned is Good if . ..... ed . Robert L. Mil let (Salt Lake
City: Bookcrnft. 1987). 129-47.
17 Gager. Curse Tablels and Binding Spells. 25 .
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intricacies of its meaning or the solid objections that have been
raised against its use.
A carefu l reading, however, does reveal an implied definition.
For Brooke, "the rol e of magicians [i s] manipulating and
coerc in g supernatural forces" (p. xiv); likew ise, "magical practice
of any sort [is1 an effort to manipulate the spiritual, invisible
world" (p. 7). But thi s crudely Frazerian approach-magic is
coerc ive, while religion is supplicative-has been rejected by most
anthropologists and hi storian s of reli gion and "magic" fo r
decades. IS Brooke speaks, furth er, of both "ecclesiastical and folk
magic" (p. 7), without tellin g us precise ly wherein the difference
between "ecc lesiast ical magic" and other manifestati ons of
ecclesiastical authority or power would consist. This is especially
true of Mormon priesthood, which Brooke cons istently call s
magica l. "Mormon priests ... had the powers of ecclesiastical
magi, powers that extended up from the visible world 10 the
in visible" (p. 260). "Mormon priests of the restored Melchizedek
order," Brooke te ll s us, "were to have miracul ous powers
analogous to white magic. They could withstand poison, make the
blind see, the dumb speak, and the deaf hear; they were to ' heal
the sick' and to 'cast out devils' " (p. 72. alludin g to D&C
84:65- 72). Not on ly does Brooke here ignore the obvious biblical
antecedents to this passage (in Mark 16: 17-18. Matthew 10:8, and
elsewhere), but, more importantl y, he fails to explain why these
powers, wh ich virtuatly all Christians would ca ll religiou s,
suddenly become "white magic" when claimed by the Mormons.
And when Brooke asserts that "Mormon priesthood {had] powers
that , like the sacred ex periment s of the alchemical magus, put
di vine grace into human hands" (p. 29), he is tacitly linking
Catho lic pri esthood, too, with magic. (Elsew here, he is more
explicit on this link: "For Catholics, white-magical practice was a
usurpation of the powers of the priest" [p. 7].) Protestant views of
salvation. however, seem to Brooke to be more purely religious
(pp. 7. 260). But thi s is lexical imperialism of the worst kind, in
which Brooke confuses his own apparentl y Protestant sensibilities
18 Jonathan Z. Smilh, Map Is NO! Territory: Studies in the HislQry oj
Religions (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1978). 208-39, even argues that Frazer's famous
maslerpiece, The Golden Bough, was a "deliberate failure" and a conscious
"joke."
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with objective reality. Before he can ex.pect a nyone to accept hi s
assertion s that Mormon priesth ood is mag ic, he mu st defi ne
precisely what magic is. indicate why hi s definition should not be
written off as arbitrary. and demonstrate how Mormon priesthood
uniquely or even partially fit s thi s definiti on.
Brooke likewise makes no auempt to define a second key
term, " hermeticism. " Tec hnically, " hermetici sm" describes a set
of ideas based on, or stron gly infl uenced by , the Corpus
Hermet icum , a co ll ec tion of pse udonymou s docume nt s
purportedly authored by Hermes Tri smegistus. 19 This collection
originated in Roman Egypt but became available to western
European scholars on ly in the late fift eenth century, during the
Renai ssa nce. 2o Brooke makes no preten se of following the
technical definiti on, admi tting that Joseph "did not have a copy
of the Corpus Hermeticum at hand" (p. 204), and, therefore, was
not technically a hermeticist. His usage implies a definition that is
much more vague, even metaphorical.
Brooke's use of the term "alchemy" is equally problematic.
Here again he open ly abandons the techn ical defi nition in fav or
of a metaphorical one. " If we widen our definition of alc he my to
include counterfe itin g," Brooke writes, "the rank s and the
chronology of the alchemical tradition are extended mi ght ily" (p.
108). This is undeni ab le. Of cou rse, if we were to widen ou r
definit ion of alchemy to include, say, cooking, "the rank s and the
c hronology of the alchemical traditi on" would be exte nded even
more impress ive ly. But co uld such arbitrary redefinition be
j ustified? Shou ld any we ight be given to arguments resting upon
suc h wh imsical foundation s? Throughout The Refiner 's Fire the
19 For a basic introduction to the Corpus Hermeticum see Brian P.
Copenhaver, Humetic:a (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992).
20 For an introduction to the Egyptian background of the Hermelica, sec
Garth Fowden. The egyptian Herm es: A Historical Approach 10 Ih e wle Pagan
M ind (Cam bridge: Cambridge Universi ty Press, \986). The traditional
Renaissance corpus has been expanded by new texts which have been classified
by mode rn scholars as Hcrmetic; sce Fowdcn, Egypiian Hermes, 3- 11. On
hermeticism in the Renaissance, the classical stud y is Francis Amelia Yates,
Giordano Bruno and Ihe Hermelic: Tradition (Chicago: Unive rsity of Chicago
Press, 1979). In general. see Elizabeth Ann Ambrose, The Hermetica: An
Allllotaled Bibliography , Siltleenlh Century Bibliography 30 (SI. Louis: Center
for Reformation Research, 1992).
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best we find is vag ue and me tap ho ri ca l para ll e ls between
Mormonis m and hermeticism and alchemy.
Brooke is a lso given to odd word usages. He seems, for
ins tance, to th ink that "authoritarian" and "opti mist ic" are
antonyms (p. 296). Likew ise, many readers wi ll be surprised to
learn that early Mormonism was "ant ino mi an" (p. 234), and they
will be baffl ed as to how it could "s imultaneous ly" have
supported "antinomian ism and state bu ilding" (p. 2 17; cf. 231).
J ust what an autho ri tarian "antinomianism" (p. 261), or "an
institutionalized antinomian ism ... conta ined and ci rcumscribed
by the absolute ru le of Mormon ordinance" (p. 262; cf. 274),
migh t be is not at a ll clear. It sou nds rather like a round square.
"The Mormon fa ithful," says Brooke, "were not to be he ld
accou ntable to me re human law but to the hi gher law of the
Kingdom of God" (p. 262). But thi s is no more antinomian than
the positions of Marti n Luther King or of Peter and the apostl es,
who, as depicted in Ac ts 5:29, an nounce that "we oug ht to obey
God rather than men."
By far the most irritating of Brooke's antic word games is hi s
use of the categories "purity" and "danger." He acknowledges
that he bo rrows these terms, "wit h conside rab le li cense, from
Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of the Concepts of
Pollution and Taboo" (p. 345).21 And " license" is very much
the operative word. T he re is no obv ious con nect ion with Mary
Douglas's careful study of food prohibitions and ritua l purity in
Leviticus and among primit ive tribes. Brooke promi ses early on
that his book wiJl describe "a d yad of hermet ic puri ty a nd
da nger ," "the vario us pu ri ties a nd dangers, he rmetic and
otherw ise, that framed the ri se of Mormonism" (p. xvii). And ,
indeed, "vario us pur iti es a nd da ngers"- ofte n labeled
" hermet ic," for no ap pa ren t reason- are consta ntl y be in g
"bala nced" and "opposed" (p. 92) or " li nked" (p. 104), or
provid ing "cross-press ures" ( p . 146), o r supp lying
"background" (p. 184). or "co ll apsing" (pp. 208, 2 11, 22 1,
226), or "emergi ng" (p. 298), or "blurring" (p. 2 11 ), o r "be ing
breached, if not erased" (p. 217; cf. 236), or be ing "v iolated"
21 We have corrected Brooke's slight misquot:nion of the book's subtitle.
See Mary Douglas. Purity and Danger: An Analysis of the Concepts of Pollution
alld Taboo (London and New York: Routledge. 1984).
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(p. 232), or "reproduced and exaggerated" (p. 262; cf. 281), or
"e roded" (p. 274), or "decis ivel y se t aside" (p. 262), or
"ec hoed" (p. 274), or "reesta bli shed " (p. 287) . On one
occas ion, "rubble" from the "wall " between purity and danger
" paves" Joseph Smith 's "road to divinity" (p. 263). Sometimes
they just si t abo ut doi ng nothing (p. 103). But they can be
"s lippery and com bu st ible" (p. 305) . Once in a while, they
"confli ct" (p. 280), or are "di fficu lt to distinguish" (p. 167), or
are "ambiguou s" (p. 286), or are "tenuous ly" divided (p. 30 1),
or even get lost (p. 269)-which is not too surpri sing si nce the
one thing they never are is "defined." (A t one point, though ,
they are "redefi ned" Ip. 2321-) Brooke somet imes connects them
with counterfeitin g (pp. 174, 226, 273) or with polygamy (p.
179). (He may have the latter in mind when he announces that ,
"quite simpl y, Mormon fundamentalists seek to restore the
structure of purity and dan ger that the Church left behind after
the Refo rmation of the 1850s" jp. 297].) He also associates them
with "virtue and corruption " (p. 180), the Church and the world
(pp. 182, 281) , doctrinal development (p. 185), and the Hofmann
forgeries (p. 305 ). Perhaps this last is connected with Brooke 's
und eve loped notion of a spect rum rangin g "fro m s incere
spirituality to pure fraud, a gradient of hermet ic purity and
danger" (p. 12 1). But, then, perhaps it isn't. Who could possibly
know? A major element of Brooke 's overall thesis is that . around
1825, "th e hermeti c-restorationi st dialectic of purit y and
dange r-of divining, Freemasonry, and cou nterfe itin greemerged in the hi story of the Sm ith famil y, formati vely shapi ng
the story of Mormon origins" (p. 150). But since these terms are
never explained, it is impossib le to tell what he means. All we
really can know with certai nty is that "the past for contem porary
Mormons encompasses both purity and danger" (p. 293).
Throughout hi s book, Brooke's approac h mi gh t be
characterized as scholarship by adjective (see, e .g., pp. 240, 294).
Time and again. he places the adj ec ti ve "herm eti c" or
'"alchemica l" before a noun relatin g to Mormonism and then
proceeds as if the mere act of juxtapos ing the two termsessentially without argument~had established thai the ill -defi ned
adjective really applies. He holds that "certainly Joseph Smith was
predisposed to a hermetic interpretation of sacred history and
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processes from his boyhood" (p. 208). But what does this mean?
What is a "hermeti c interpretati on" here? Alt hough Brooke
himse lf see ms to have a predispos ition to a " hermetic
in terpretation" of almost everyth in g in sight , Joseph Smith and
his followe rs undoubtedl y did not have the remotest idea of what
hermeticism was.
Simply labe li ng Mormon celestial marriage "hermetic" and
"alchemica l" (as on pp. 2 14. 257- 58, 281) does not make it
such. Frequentl y, in a kind of fallacy of misplaced concretion,
Brooke is mis led by his own metaphors to misread nineteenthcent ury rea li ties (as in his use of the terms "alche my" and
"t ransmutation" in disc ussing the Kirtland Bank [pp, 222-23; cf.
227- 281), and even twentieth-centu ry Utah (as when he describes
modem fina ncial scams in Utah as "alchemical" [p. 299]). On at
least one occasion, Fawn Brodie's (twentieth-century) portrayal of
Sidney Rigdon as engaged in a meta ph ori ca l "wi tch hunt"
inspires Brooke--evidently by sheer word association- to claim
that Joseph Smith (!) saw hi mself as li tera ll y surrounded by
witches (p. 230).
Elsewhere, when a Book of Mormon passage deno unces
"works of darkness" (Al ma 37:23), Broo ke asse rt s tha t
"although he never me ntions them by name, Smith had dec lared
an occu lt war on the witc hlike art of the counterfe iters" (p. 178).
Reall y? Not hi ng in the passage call s for such an interpretation,
any more th an does the analogous phrase in Ephesians 5: II.
T here can be litt le doubt, of course, that the early Latter-day
Saints, like most of thei r contemporaries on the American frontier,
suffered from counterfeiters' sc hemes and regarded them as
enem ies. (Parley P. Pratt's amusing didacti c sk it, "A Dialogue
between Josh. Smith and the Devi l," opens with Lucifer posting
handb ills that summon "Bogus Makers" or counterfe iters [along
with " Liars," "Sw in d lers," "Ad ult e rers," " Harlo ts,"
"D ru nkards," "H ire lin g Clergy," and ot her such fol ks) to a
crusade aga inst the Mormo ns.)22 But that scarce ly justifies
Professor Brooke's arbitrary allegorical specu lat ions. Bes ides, as
readers will nOl ice, Broo ke cannot reall y decide whether the

22 P:lrley P. Pratt. "A Dialogue between Josh. Smith and the Devil"
(Liverpool I?!: no pub .. 1846 P]). 2.
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Mormo ns o pposed counterfeiting or fa vored it. Either option will
suffice for him, since either will allow him to claim that they were
fascinated by it and since, taken together, they constitute a
hi storical hypothesis thaI is virtually impervious to historical proof
or disproof.
But such vagueness is co mpletely unacceptable. Considering
the implicatio ns of his rev isionist thes is both for believing Latterday Saints and for non-Mormon historians, we have every right to
demand prec ision and c larity from Professor Brooke. Inslead. hi s
terminology is a slippery will-o'-the-wisp. leading his readers on a
merry chase, but complete ly beyond capture.

The Problem of Primary Sources
A fundamental flaw in Brooke's thes is is the utte r lack of
primary sources. written by earl y Latter-day Sai nts, manifesting
any clear connection to alchemy, hermet ic ism, or magic.23 To test
Brooke's propositions, we undertook a co mputer search of early
LOS histo rical writings. Although not exhaust ive, the search is
undoubtedly representative of basic early LOS attitudes on these
matters. The tex ts searched include the so-ca ll ed "doc umentary"
History of the Church ( HC), the Journal of Discourses (JD), the
Tim es and Seasons (TSJ, the Messenger and Advocate (MA J, The
Evening and Morning Star (EMS), and the Elder's Journal (£J) ,24
The te rm s " herme ti c," " he rme ti c is m," " her meti s m ,"
"Pi mand er," and "Trismeg istus" never occur in any of these
texis, To our surprise, however, the term "Hermes" does occur
twice: once in Roman s 16: 14, and once in reference to a Mormon
"Elder Hermes, "25 Neither has anything to do with the Thricegreat He rmes of the herme tic tradition, "Alchemy" (a nd th e
variant spellin g "alchimy") do not occur; however, "alchy mi st"
occ urs twice: once referring to o rdinary geo log ists and assaycrs;
and, second , when Orson Pratt laments that "alc hymists tried for
generatio ns to tran smute the coarser materials into gold , and

23 The two possible exceptions are the well·known allegations of Joseph' s
early treasure.divi ning and his late relation wit h the Masons, Brooke's study
offers no substantial new insights on either issue,
24 We used LDS Collector's Edition (Folio [nfabase. 1993).
25 TS 5:526_
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hundreds of individuals have spent all their time in the pursuit of
that vain phantom."26 Thus, the only mention of alchemy in thi s
enti re corpus is a negative one. "Cabala" occurs once, when an
Elder Ewald, on a mi ss ion to England, relates a discussion with a
rabbi who mentions it and the "Sohar" (Zohar).27 Elsew here,
John Tay lor speaks metaphoricall y of thi ngs " mysterious or
cabalis tic."28 The word "occult" never occurs in any of these
texts. " Mag ic" is more frequen tly mentioned. occurring twentytwo limes, of which fi fteen are metaphorical ("as if by magic," or
"l ike magic").29 T wo references are to theatrical magic tricks or
shows. 30 The other five are unifor mly negative. 31 "Witch" occurs
thirteen times, nine referring to the story of the witch of Endor in
the Bible,32 and four referring, unfavorably, to the Salem witch
trials. n Sorcery is never mentioned, whi le the one example of a
sorcerer has reference to the Simon Magus story from Acts 8:924.34 Ex plicit positive references to the distinctively hermetic and
alchemi ca l ideas th at Brooke maint ains pl ayed a critically
fo rmat ive role in early Mormonism are noticeable in these earl y
LOS texts onl y for their absence. 35

26 J D 3:168, 295.
27 TS 3:780; the SoharlZohar is also mentioned in TS 4:222, by Alexander
Neihbur. "Zohar" is found seven times, always in reference to a proper name in
the Old Tcstament.
28 JD 5:260.
29 HC 4:381: MA (June 1837) 520, (September 1837) 570; TS 2:498, 545,
4:309, 5:734; JD 1:48, 145. 7:223. 10:223, 10:28, 12:25. 13:332, 14:2 18,
17: 156.
30 HC 5:19: TS 4:203 .
3 1 TS 2:434. 5:427. 6:916; JD 2:46. 13:135; th rec of these will be cited
below.
32 HC 4:571: T S 3:743, 3:794; JD 1:275, 2:15, 3: 158, 9:2. 10: 193,
14:203.
33 MA 388-89; TS 3:600; JD 6:36 1. 14:203.
34 TS 4:794.
35 Despite her apparent endorsement of The Refiner'S Fire, Jan Shipps
herself notes the distinct lack of "OCCUltism and hermetic hocus-pocus" in one
important early LOS document. Instead. she finds a strong message of
"Mi1lennialist" Christianity. See her introductory essay, "Another Side of Early
Mormonism," in The Journals oj William E. Meullin, 1831- 1836, cd. Jan
Shipps and John W. Welch (Provo: BY!) Sllldi~~: Urhana: 1Jniver~ity of l11 i noi~
Press, 1994). 3-12.
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On the ot her hand , there are a number of texts and inc idents
which indicate a basically negati ve alti tude towards the occult by
mOSI early Mormon s. Brooke himself nOlices several incidents

manifest ing such an anti-occ ult strain in earl y LDS thought:
George A. Smith, for instance, destroyed magic books brought to
America by English converts (p. 239). Likewise. "organizations
advocating the occult were su ppressed" by Brigham Young in
1855 (p . 287), while, " in 1900 and 1901, c hurch publicat ions
launched the first explicit attacks o n folk magic" (p. 291 ),36 But
the ev ide nce of negative altitudes among Mormons to matters
occu lr is much more widespread than Brooke indicales.
The ~ook of Mormon and the Doc trin e a nd Covena nt s
contain several exp lic it condemnations of sorcery, witchc raft, and
magic. While admitting that there are only "rare references to
magic or witchcraft in the Book of Mormon" (p. 176, 177).
Brooke nonethe less insists that the "categories of treasure. magic,
and sorcery ... fa scinated Joseph Smith" (p. 168). The Book of
Mormon maintain s that Christ will "cut off witchcrafts out of thy
land " (3 Nephi 2 1: 16), and sorce ry , witchcraft . and "the magic
art" are mentioned in li sts of si ns (Alma 1:32, Mormon 2:10).
"Sorceries. and witchcrafts, and magics" are al so attributed to
"the power of the evil one" (Mormon I: 19). In the Doctrine and
Covenants, sorcerers are among th ose who are "cast down to
he ll " (D&C 76: 103, 106), who "shall have their part in ... the
second death" (D&C 63: 17).37 These are the Dilly references to
magical or occult powers in LDS scripture, and they are uniformly
and emphaticall y negati ve. Brooke 's key te rms, suc h a s
"alchemy," " a strology," " he rme tic ism," "a ndrogyny," and
"cabala," are never mentioned in LDS scripture.
Several ea rl y LD S writers we re unequiv oc al in the ir
co nde mnation of magic and the occu lt. One broth e r was
"disfellow shipped by the council of officers, for using magic, and
te llin g fortun es &c."38 The ancient Egyptian use of "omen s,
c harms, unlucky days and mag ic" is described as "g ross ly
36 As will be noted below. the 19()()...()\ publications are most ccnainly not
"the fi rst c)(plicit attacks on folk magic" in LOS history.
37 3 Nep hi 24:5 also denounces sorcercrs. but is a quotation from Malac hi
3 :5 .
38 TS 2:434.

BROOKE. THE R EFINER'S FIRE (HAMBLIN, PETERSON, MITION)

19

superstitious."39 As noted above. Orson Pratt described alchemy
as "the pursuit of that vain phantom."4o Hi s brother Parley was
even more forthright:
It is, then, a matter of certainty, according to the things
revealed to the ancient Prophets, anct renewed unto us, that
all the animal magnetic phenomena, all the trances and
visions of clai rvoyan t states, all the phenomena of spiritual
knockin gs, writing mediums, &c., are from impure,
unlawful, and unholy sources; and that those holy and
chosen vessels which hold the keys of Priesthood in this
world, in the sp irit world, or in the world of resurrected
beings. stand as far aloof from all these improper
channels, or unholy mediums, of spiritual communication ,
as the heavens are hi gher than the earth , or as the
mysteries of the third heaven, which are unlawfu l to utter,
differ from the jargon of sectarian ignorance and folly, or
the di vinations of fou l spirits, abandoned wizards. magicmongers, jugg lers, and fortune-tellers. 41

Based on this extensive (but admittedly incomplete) survey of
early Mormon writings, we can arrive at three logical conclusions:
(I) the unique ideas that Brooke claims were central to the origins
of Mormonism do not occur in early LOS primary texts; (2) early
Mormons seldom concerned themselves with things occult; but (3)
on the infrequent occas ions when they menti on the occult. it is
without exception viewed negati vely.
Given this situation, how does Brooke find any ev idence for
his thesis? First, in large part Brooke relies on late secondhand
anti-Mormon accounts-taken at face value-w hile rejecting or
ignoring eye-witness contemporary Mormon accounts of the same
events or ideas. (Perhaps Brooke is unaware that many nineteenthcentury anti-Mormon accounts are about as reliable as modern
tabloids.) In a book purportedly analyzing the thought of Joseph
Smith , it is remarkable how infrequentl y Joseph himself is actually
quoted. In stead we find what Joseph's enemies wanted others to
39 TS 5:427.
40 JD 3:295.
41 Parley P. Pratt. iD 2:46 (April 6,1853).
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believe he was saying and doing. Thus, while it may be true that
so me ea rly non- Morm ons or ant i-Mormons occas io nall y
described some activities of Joseph Smi th and the Saints as
somehow related to "magic," it is purely a derogatory outs ider
view. The Saints never describe their own beliefs and activities in
those terms. Brooke has a disturbing tendency to cite standard
LOS sources and hi stories on noncontroversial matters-thereby
es tabli sh in g an impress ion of impartiality-while, on disputed
points, usin g anti-M ormon sources without explain ing the
Mormon perspective or interpretation. Thus, Brooke frequently
and unquestioningly uses the affidavits publi shed agai nst the
young Joseph Smith by hi s enemies in Eber D. Howe's 1834
Mormonism Unveiled. He does not inform his readers that there is
a stro ng co ntrad ictory commenta ry abou t these accounts by
modern scholars-bot h LOS and non-lOS- who find them often
tendentious and unreliable, or at least th at the affidavits should be
used with great caution. Yet these affidavits represent his primary
source for his claim that "Joseph Smith was deeply in volved in
occult di vination" (p. 30).
Seco nd , as noted above, Brooke's a mo rph ously imprecise
nondefinitions of magic, hermeticism, and alchemy allow him to
declare that all LDS miracles, spi ritual manifestations, priesthood,
and teachings are, quite simply, hermetic, magical, and alchemical.
Third, in a breathtaking case of academic legerdema in , he
takes co mmon terms that occur with special ized technical
meanings in he rmet ic and alche mical thought-terms such as
"furn ace," " refine," "sto ne," " metal," etc .-and proposes the
existence of such common terms in Mormon writings as a subtl e
but irrefutable indication that Mormons had hermetic and
alchemical ideas in the backs of thei r minds all along. In fact, so
subtle is the impact of hermetic and alchemical thought on Joseph
that " the hermet ic implications of his theology may not even have
been clear to Smith himselr' (p. 208)! This is trul y an alc hemical
transmutation of baseless assertions into pure academ ic fool's
gold.

Primary Sources and the Atonement: A Test Case
O ne of the most remarkable claims in The Refiner's Fire is
that, for a lengthy period commenc ing in the early 18305 and
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continuing until fairly late in the nineteenth century. the theology
o f The Church of Jes us Christ of Latter-day Saints
"deemphas[ ized) Christ's atonement" (p. 276). In fact, he asserts,
the Church "came very close to . . . denying the necess ity of
grace and atonement in any form" (p. 259). Commenting on the
case of the nineteenth-century apostle Amasa Lyman, who was
excommunicated for. among other thin gs. actually declaring the
atonement unnecessary , Brooke remarks that "Lyman's doctrine
see ms to be a not un ex pec ted ex tension of the church's
lallegedly] growing emphasis on works" (p. 288). (Accordingly.
Brooke appears to be so mewhat puzzled as to why the other
apostles responded so strongly to Elder Lyman 's heresy. And,
indeed, their reac tion would seem quite remarkable if they had
actuall y believed what Brooke says they did .) In support of hi s
claim , he notes that, "From 1828 to 1833, the classic Chri stian
categories of grace, atonement, justifi cation, and election appeared
in the reve lations [of Joseph Smith]. After 1833 they all but
disappear, su perseded by a new vocab ulary~ 'fulne ss,' ordinance.
seal , and bind~that began to appear in the revelations in 1830"
(p. 204).
Awkwardly for Brooke 's thesis. though, Latter-day Saints
today clearly do believe in the necessity of redemption through
Christ. He is thus forced to posit a vast but previously unremarked
theological revolution within Mormonism. He needs to account
for the obvi ous difference between contemporary Mormon beliefs
and what he asserts to have been "the Nauvoo theology " (p.
289). Thus he speaks, without adducing much, if any, evidence, of
"t he church's new fo cus on Christ's atonement " in the late
nineteenth century (p. 292; cr. 294, 297), and declares that "the
Mormon theological transformation since the 1890s . . . ' reChristianized' lthe ChurchJ to the point of co nfirming the
centrality of Christ's atonement" (p. 296). Furthermore, Brooke
claims to see in contemporary Mormonism a new " ' neoorthodox' movement that " presses for further movement toward
Christianity" (p. 297), and that teaches, innovatively, a concept of
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"si n from which only Christ's atonement and God's grace can
save humanity" (p. 296),42
Is any of this even remote ly plausible? Not in our opi ni on.
For o ne thing, Professor Brooke's claim of a change in lang uage
between the revelations received before and during 1833, on the
one hand, and those received after 1833. on the other, loses some
of its significance when one realizes that there are relatively few
canonized reve lation s to Joseph Smith that dale to the latter
period. The vast majority come earl y in hi s prophetic career. 43
Furthermore, those early revelation s. with their language of grace
and atonement, did not disappear. They were st ill possessed by,
and read and believed by. the Saints. And then there is the Book
of Mormon, which Professor Brooke waves aside as irrelevant to
the view of Mormon doctrine that he wishes to advance (p. xiii).
Yet the Book of Mormon, with its powerful and ex te nsive
teachings on atonement and redemption, was a lmost certai nl y the
single most important factor in bringing people into the restored
Church. 44 It constituted a su bstan tial part of the common bond
that united Latter-day Saints throughout the world, as it does
today.4s
This is hardly the place for an exhaustive analysis of what was
taught about the atonement of Christ among the Latter-day Saints
between 1833 and, say, 1890. But certain pieces of ev idence can
easily be assembled that strongly suggest that both Brooke and
White are utterly wrong in their reading of Mormon doctrine in
the nineteenth century.

42 Manifestly. Brooke's musings on this subject owe very much to the
highly problematic work of O. Kendall White. Sec Louis Midgley's discussion of
O. Kendall White, Mormon Neo -Orthodoxy: A Crisis Theology (Sail Lake City:
Signature Books. 1987), in the present issue of the Review.
43 Our count indicates that 102 of the sections in the Doctrine and
Covenants that were received during Joseph Smith's lifetime date to 1833 or
earlier. while only 32 date to 1834 or later. (We have not counted section 132.
the dating of which is somewhat ambiguous.)
44 A number of interesting early accounts are gathered in Susan Easton
Black. cd .. Stories from .the Early Sainl$: Converted by the Book of Mormoll
(Salt Lake City: Bookcraft. 1992).
4S See, for example, the stories collected in Eugene England, cd., Converted
to Christ through the Book,.,f Mormon (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book. 1989).
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It is fully possible. of course. that published materials in any
give n period do not adequately reflect all the beliefs or bas ic
doctrines of the Lauer-day Saints. Many beliefs are so basic that
they are presumed in discussion. and there may be no need felt to
make them explicit. Often, it is onl y problematic or disputed
issues that receive explic it expression; what is commonl y assumed
hardly requires articulation. But this does not mean that such basic
beliefs leave no trace. So where should we look for such traces in
the case of nineteenth-century Mormons? It would seem that one
good place to begin an examination of the beliefs actuall y held by
members of the Church is in their hymns. Because the hymns are
sung regularly and in various settings, they are at the devotional
heart of the Church.
So what were the nineteenth-century Sai nts singin g about?
The very fi rst Latter-day Sain t hymnal , pub lished in 1835 and
used for years thereafter. included non-Mormon John Newton's
"Glorious Things of Thee Are Spoken," which tells, among other
things, of

Blest inhabitants of Zion,
Purchased by the Sav ior's blood;
Jesus, whom their souls rely on,
Makes them kings and priests to GOO. 46
Also included were Samuel Medley's "I Know That My
Redeemer Lives" and Isaac Watts's "He Died! The Great
Redeemer Died," which reads, in part,
Come, Saints, and drop a tear or two
For him who groaned beneath your load;
He shed a thousand drops for you,
A thousand drops of precious bloOO. 47
Obv ious ly, the Latter-day Saints took ove r from earlier
Ch ristian hymnology language that strongly ev inces a continuing
belief in the atoning sacrifice of Jesus Christ. But did they actually
46 "Glorious Things of Thee Are Spoken" is hymn 46 in the current
hymnbook.
47 "I Know That My Redeemer Lilies" and "He Died! The Great Redeemer
Died" are, respectillely. hymns 136 and 192 in the current hym nbook.
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hold similar beliefs themse lves? Clearl y. they did. For the 1835
hymnal also included original works by Latter-day Saints, most
notably by William W. Phel ps. Phelps, whom Brooke identifies as
one of those "alienated Freemasons" who accepted Mormoni sm
out of openness "to a new way into the 'ancient mysteries' " (p .
168), is precisely the type of fellow who ough t to be an ideal
paradi gm of Josep h Smi th 's supposed ly radical . atoneme ntneglecting, hermetic Mormonism. Yet, contrary to what Brooke's
theories would lead us to expect, Phelps's hymns si ng of Jesus
Chri st's as "the onl y name in which the Saints can tru st" and
recall the "grace" extended 10 us by the Sav ior. 48 "Hi s love,"
writes Phel ps of Jesus, "is great; he died for US,"49 And perhaps
the most famou s passage about "that offeri ng divine" written by
Phelps, one still popular in the Church today, is "0 God , the
Eternal Father," It reads as follows :
That sacred, holy offeri ng,
By man least understood,
To have our sins remitted , , ,
When Jesus, the Anointed,
Descended from above
And gave himself a ransom
To win our souls with love , , ,
How infinite that wisdom,
The plan of holiness.
That made salvation perfect
And vei led the Lord in fl esh,
To walk upon his foot stool
And be like man, almost,
In his exa lted station,
And die, or all was lost. 5o
Does this sound , even remote ly, like a de ni al of Chri st's
atonement ? Can such lyrics possibly be interpreted to suggest that
48 The quotations are, respec tively, from "We' re Not Ashamed 10 Own Our
Lord," hymn 57 in Ihe current hymnbook, and from "Gentl y Raise the Sacred

Strain,"
49
current
50

which is hy mn 146 in the current hymnal.
From "Come, All Ye Saints Who Dwell on Earth," whic h is 65 in the
hymnbook,
Hymn 175 in the current hymnbook,
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those who sang them were on the brink of de nyi ng the necessity
of redemption, or of suggesting that humans can save themselves?
Furthermore, throughout the interval between 1833 and 1890,
as in all other periods of the Church's hi story, Latter-day Saints
were meetin g regularl y to partake of the sacrament of the Lord 's
supper. In th at ordinance, the prayer over the bread asks God the
Father "to bless and sancti fy this bread to the souls of all those
who partake of it, that they may eat in remembrance of the body
of thy Son." Simil arly, the prayer over the water asks that it be
blessed and sanctifi ed "to the souls of all those who drink of it,
that they may do il in remembrance of the blood of th y Son,
which was shed for them."5 1 Once again, the most common ritual
in the Church fail s to pro vide any ev idence for Professor
Brooke's daring reconstruction of Mormon doctrine and, indeed,
suggests that he is wrong. But beyond the prayers, there were and
are also hymns specifica lly associated with the ordinance of the
sacrament. One of them reads as follows:
Again we meet around the board
Of Jesus, our redeeming Lord,
With fai th in his atonin g blood,
Our only access unto God.
He left his Father's courts on high,
With man to li ve, fo r man to die,
A world to purchase and to save
And sea l a triumph o'er the grave.
Help us, 0 God, to reali ze
The great atoning sacrifice,
The gift of thy beloved Son,
The Prince of Life, the Holy One. 52
Signifi cantly, the text of thi s hymn was written by Eliza R.
Snow. She was the sister of Mormon prophet and apost le Lorenzo
51 For the prayers. see Doctrine and CovenanlS 20:75-79; also Moroni 4
and 5.
52 "Again We Mect around the Board." by Eliza R. Snow, is hym n 186 in
the current hymnbook.
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Snow (who, in Brooke's mind, is prominently associated with the
supposed ly "hermet ic" doctrine of human deification), the plural
wife bOlh of Joseph Smith and, later, of Brigham Young. She was
the long-time president of the Re lief Society, the women's
organi zation of The Church of Jesus Christ of Laue r-day Saints, in
which role she was acclaimed as, among other things, the "lead ing
Priestess of Ihi s di spensation."53 She was also, as Brooke nOles (p.
258) , the author of the fam ous hymn "0 My Father," wit h its
(purportedly herme tic) teac hing of a di vine Heavenl y Mother.
Surely if anyone understood Joseph Smith 's teachings, and if
there was anyone who should have been an ex ponen t of John
Brooke's clai med hermetic. radical, atonement-denying Mormon
theology. it wou ld have been Eliza R. Snow. But her hymns teach
the standard Latter-day Saint doctrine of the atonement, just as the
Churc h understands it today:
Behold the great Redeemer die.
A broken Jaw to satisfy.
He dies a sacrifice for sin,
That man may live and glory win. 54
How great the wisdom and the love
That fill ed the courts on high
And sent the Savior from above
To suffer. bleed, and die!
Hi s precious blood he freely spi lt;
His life he freely gave.
A sinless sacrifice for guilt,
A dying world to save.
How great. how glorious, how complete,
Redemption's grand design,

53 Woman's Exponenl9 (1 Apri l 1881): 165.
54 From "Behold the Great Redeemer Die," hymn 191 in the current
hymnbook .
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Where justice, love, and mercy meet
In harmony divine! 55
And it is not only in the hymnology of the Church that an
emphasis on Chri st's atonement is to be found. Orson Pratt, one
of the Church's most dynamic thinkers during the years between
1833 and 1890, was clearl y teaching a concept of "sin from
which on ly Christ's atoneme nt and God's grace can save
human ity" during the 1850s- right in the midst of the period
when, according to Brooke and White, Latter-day Sai nts denied
such notions.
Before si nners can repent acceptably before God, they
must ... be lieve that Jesus Christ, the Son of God, has
voluntarily suffered the penalty of the law of his Father in
behalf of man. If there had bee n no innocent being to
suffer in the stead of man, the n man, having once broken
the law, must himself have suffered its penalty, or else God
would have ceased to be a God of Just ice. Man, having
once become guilty, could not atone for his own sins, and
escape the pun ishment of the law, though he shou ld eve r
afterwards strict ly keep the law; for, "By the work.s of the
law," or, by obed ience to the law, "NO FLESH CAN BE
J USTIFIED." If a sinner, after havi ng once transgressed
the law, could purchase forg iveness by ever afterwards
keeping the law, then there wou ld have been no need of
the atonement made by Christ. If the demands of justice
cou ld have been sat isfied. and pardon granted, th rough
repentance and good works, then the sufferings and death
of Christ would have been entirely unnecessary. But if
Chri st had not suffered on our behalf, our faith,
repentance, baptisms, and every other work, wou ld have
been utterly useless and in vai n. Works, independent ly of
Christ. would not atone even for the least sin .56

55 From "How Great the Wisdom and the Love:' hymn 195 in the current
hymnbook .
56 Orson Pratt, 'The Kingdom of God, Part II" (Liverpool: R. James, 1848),
3-4, Italics and capitalization in the original. Many other statements relevant to
the atonement could be produced, including notable items from Brigham Young
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Faith alone will not justify; faith and repentance alone wi ll
not justify; faith and bapti sm alone wi ll not just ify; but
fa ith , repentance, and baptism will justify and bring
remission of sins through the blood of Christ. 51

Thus, Professor Brooke's sweeping pronouncements about the
deve lopment of Mormon theology-asserted rather th an
demonstrated-appear to be untrue. And the evi dence adduced to
refute them was gathered by one of the present reviewers, without
the aid of any computerized concordance, in about a half hour.
Subsequently, a quick co mputer searc h for the words
"atonement," "atone," and "atoned" revealed that much more
might , in fact, be done. Those terms occurred thiny ~ nine (39)
times in the Nauvoo newspaper Times and Seasons (published
1839-1846), fourteen (14) times in the Messenger and Advocate
( 1834-37), and twelve ( 12) times in the Evening and Morning
Star ( 1832-34). They occurred thirty (30) times in the so~call ed
"Documentary Hi story of the C hurch, "58 which re lates mostly to
the period of Joseph Smith, and two hundred and six (206) times
in the Journal of Discourses, which, covering the interval from
1854 to 1886, accounts for most of the period when, according to
The Refiner's Fire, Mormonism "came very close to. . denying
the necessi ty of grace and atonement in any form" (p. 259)
Perhaps such entries, and others related to them, require c loser
study. Certain ly they have received none from John Brooke.
It is hardly surprising that Professor Brooke's contention on
this matter shou ld prove fal se. Joseph Sm ith had never de valued
or come close to denying Christ's atonement. For example. the
great revelation on the three degrees of glory and eternal
progression that is recorded in Doctrine and Covenants 76surely, by Professor Brooke's standards, one of the most

(e.g., Journal of Discourses 13 :328. 14:41, both dating to 1870). However.
Professor Brooke docs acknowledge thai. even on his view. a shift loward belief
in the atonement began in the mid·to·late 1860s. liis is, though, a classic
argument from silence.
57 Orson Prall, A Series of Pamphlets (Liverpool: Franklin D. Richards,
1852~, 6.
8 B. H. Robens, cd., HislOry of th e Church of Jesus Christ of wller.day
Saints, 7 vols. (Salt Lake City: Deserel Book, 1978).
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" hermetic " of Mormon docume nt s-identifie s th e deified
inhabitants of the celestial kingdom as "t hey who are just men
made perfect through Jesus the mediator of the new covenant, who
wrought out this perfect atonement through the shedding of hi s
own blood."S9 And, in a statement dated 8 May l8 38-well into
the period when, The Refin er's Fire assures us, no such statement
could or would have been made-the Prophet remarked that
The fundamental principles of our religion are the
testimony of the Apostles and Prophets, concerning Jesus
Christ, that He died, was buried, and rose again the third
day, and ascended into heaven; and all other things which
penain to our religion are only appendages to it. 60
The context of Joseph 's statement was a ki nd of extended
self·interview. '" publi shed the foregoing answers," said the
Prophet of this exercise, "to save myse lf the trouble of repeating
the same a thousand times over and over again." Unfortunately,
The Ref iner 's Fire demonstrates that certain things cannot be
repeated too often.

Errors of Evidence
Since there appear to be no ex plicit references to things
hermetic or alchemical in earl y LOS writings, we would expect
Professor Brooke to undertake careful exegesis of those LOS texts
in which he claims to find his vague metaphorical allusions. 61 In
fact, quite the opposite is true. Brooke has not read Mormon
scriptural texts with anything approaching sufficient care. A large
number of his alleged examples of hermetic influence are plagued
by tendentiou s misreadings of LOS texts and hi story that
completely undermine his thesis.
Even careful readers of the Book of Mormon will appreciate
the previously unrecognized "insights" Brooke brings to the text.
For example, Asael Smith's writings on Daniel 2 (rather than the
59 D&C 76:69.
60 Robens. Hislory of the Church, 3:30.
61 Considerations of time and space have forced us to limit the number of
ellamplcs of misreadi ngs found in The Refine r's Firl!. We eould easily have
doubled or even tripled the cllamples given below.
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book of Daniel itself) are said to have "ant icipated [the language]
of the Book of Mormon" (p. 78). Thi s unfortunately disregards
the unconge nial fact that Nebuc hadnezzer's dream is nowhere
alluded to in the book.62 Brooke teac hes us several new things
about the prophet Morm on, too: His e rroneous not ion that the
"'one Nephite surv ivor [was I Mormon" (p. 159) is, fo r instance,
emp lcyed as ev idence for the equall y fa lse assert ion that "the
rgolde n] plates we re hidden by the hero Mormon fo r Joseph

Smith to recover" (p. 156).63
Brooke attempts to transfer his own obsess ion with alche mical
metalworking 10 Joseph Smith (p. \ 60). He does so by noting that
various metals are mentioned in the Book of Mormon, along wit h
te rms such as " refin e," "furnace," and "fire" (pp. 160- 6 1).
Th e exis te nce of suc h wo rd s, alt hough in comp letely
nonalchemical contexts, is seen as ev idence of Joseph 's latent
hermeticism . But the crowning ev idence for hidden alc hemy in
the Book of Mormon is that "on three occasions Smith <as the
author of the Book of Mormon> referred to Nephite disciples,
includi ng the character of Mormon, as 'cast .. into furn aces of
fire and ... {coming} fort h receiving no harm' "(p. 16 1, square
brac kets and elipses in the original; angled brackets ours). But is
this so? Fi rst, Mormon was never cast into a furnace. Where did
Brooke get such an idea? Second , alt houg h the re are three
references to the three Neph ite disc iples being cast into a furn ace
(3 Neph i 28:2 1, 4 Neph i 1:32, Mormon 8:24), they are three
references to a single incident! In thi s one incident they are cast in
three times because they were not killed in the firs t two attempts (3
Nephi 28:2 1). At the same time they were also cast into prisons.
into pits, and into dens of wi ld beasts without being harmed. Thus,
although the same events are repealed in the same order in the
three places in the Book of Mormon (3 Nephi 28: 19- 22, 4 Neph i
I :30- 33, Mormon 8:24), all three references are to one sing le
inci dent which happened to the th ree Nep hites .64 Brooke's
62 It is alluded to in D&C 65:2.
63 Although e lsewhere it seems that, correctly. "the surviving prophet
[was] Moroni" (p. 185).
64 Cf. Brooke's bizarre pseudo psychoanalysis of Joseph's "problematic
procreative intercourse with Emma" (p. 216) which Brooke sees as the basis for
the "Nephitc disciple las1 a 'child in the fu rnace' "(p. 215).
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multiplication of the furnaces allows him to speak with mock
weariness of "the usual furnace scenes" (p. 176) and "the
requisite sai ntly disciples [who} survive being cast 'into furnaces
of fire' "(p. 176, cit ing 4 Nephi 1:32), without informing us how
one single inciden t can be seen as "usual" or "requi site ." And
why focus on the furnace? Why not mention the prisons, or pits,
or beasts? If Joseph was really so obsessed with alchemical
imagery. why does the term "furnace" occur only five times in
the Book of Mormon, but 30 times in the King James Bible? Were
the ancien! Hebrews also obsessed with alchemy?
Brooke' s claim that "the Book of Mormon made the white
race morally superior to the red" (p. 216) and "depicted the
Lamanites as the essence of evil" (pp. 217-18) is a gross and
misleading oversimplification . When discussing the well-worn
di stinction between " Iron Rod Saints and Liahona Saints,"
Brooke derives the former sym bol from "rods.. given the
Nephites in the Book of Mormon, by which God .. . pulled the rod
holder to the Tree of Life" (p. 296). But no such rods exist, and
the Book of Mormon never describes God as usi ng a rod to
"pull" anybody anywhere. Brooke also resurrects the hackneyed
old anti-Mormon claim that Jacob 2 condemns polygamy (p.
217), while he conveniently ignores Jacob 2:30.
The Doctrine and Covenants fares no better under Brooke's
scrutiny. Hi s identification (on p. 201) of a hybrid "Adam-Christ
figure" in Doctrine and Covenants 76 and 93, while obviously
helpful to hi s attempt to locate a Mormon parallel to "the godlike
powers of the primal Adam" of hermeticism (pp. 200-2), has no
basis whatsoever in the documents he cites. Brooke maintains that
Doctrine and Covenants 29:46-47 "e nded with the comforting
universalist note that children were innocent of original sin. Within
months he [Smith] would totally abandon the doctrine of original
sin, contradicting passages in the Book of Mormon" (p. 189). It is
understandable that Brooke never informs us which passages in
the Book of Mormon Doclrine and Covenants 29:46-47 is
supposed to contradict, since it is in fact a paraphrase of the ideas
presen ted on ch ild bapti sm in Moroni 8. Citing Doctrine and
Covenants 84:5- 19, Brooke tells hi s readers that Joseph Smith's
"revelation s restoring the biblical pri est hood of the [ sic ]
Melchizedek in the early 1830s included similar passages on the
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passing of the priesthood from Adam through Enoch to So lomon
.. as Masonic mythology proposed " (p. 166), But the relevant
verses never mention Solomon at all , and, since he is the crucial
figure in "Masonic mythology ," Brooke 's case co llapses. In
another passage on the same page, Brooke ident ifies Joseph as "a
lalter-day Solomon," stepping in to supply evidence for his thesis
when the hi storical record obstinately fails to do so. Similarly,
when he trics to show, on the basis of Moses 6:6-7, thai Jose ph
Smith equated priesthood with the Adam ic language. he actually
inserts two of his own words into the lext (p. I 95)-words without
which he wou ld have no case whatever. 65 He equates "sealing
powers of Elijah" with being "sea led by the Holy Spirit of
promise" (p. 256, cf. 260) despite the fact that hi s source,
Doctrine and Covenants 132:7, never mentions Elijah.
Brooke's presentation of earl y Mormon hi story is likew ise
plagued by repeated blunders. Hi s depiction of a Joseph S mith
who is "b itter," "suspiciou s," and "anxiou s" (p. 135)-a
description helpful to Brooke's environmentali st reading of the
Book of Mormon-flies in the face of Brooke 's own claim that
" by all accounts he was a gregarious, playful character" (p . .1 80;
cf. JS-H I :28). It may also seem remarkable to some that Joseph
belie ved that "the simultaneous e mergence of cou nterfeiting and
the spurious Masonry of the corrupt country Grand Lodge in the
early 1820s was an affli ction on the people, the consequence of
their rejection of Joseph Smith as a preacher of the gospel " (p.
177), since Joseph had not yet restored the gospel or begun to
preach in the early 1820s. Brooke has Joseph and Oliver being
"bapt ized into the Priesthood of Aaron" (p. 156), even though
their baptism and their ordination to the priesthood were clearly
two se parate eve nt s. 66 Furt hermo re, he uses the a ll eged
65 Moses 6:6-7 reads. "A nd by them their children were taugh t to read and
write, ha ving a language which was pure and undefiled. Now this same
Priesthood, which was in the begi nning, shall be in the end of the world also."
Brooke quotes the passage as reading "now this {the pure and undefiled language]
was Ihe same Priesthood" (p. 195); the words "was the" are Brooke's own. The
an tecedent of "this same Pri esthood" in verse 7 in reality refers to offering
sacrifice ( Moses 6:3), calling upon the name of the Lmd (6:4), and writing "by
the spirit of inspiration" (6:5). II is not the "pure and undefiled language" (6:6)
but the "spirit of inspiration" (6:5) which is !h~ ~ncien! pril'_~thnorl .
66 He t :39-4 1, J$-H 68-72, D&C 13.

BROOKE. THE REFINER'S FIRE (HAMBLIN , PETERSON, MITTON)

33

counterfeiting activities of Theodore Turley, Peter Hawes. Joseph
H, Jackson, Marenu s Eaton, and Edward Bonney to propose a
continued Mormon fasc ination with counterfeit in g, and thereby,
with alchemy (pp. 269- 70), despite the fact that Jackson. Eaton,
and Bonney were not LDS! And Brooke seems unsure as to
whether John Taylor's Mediation a nd Atonement "was of great
signi ficance doctrinally, because it marked the rejection of the
Adam-God concept," (p. 289) or whether the "rejection of the
Adam-God doctrine [was] so mething that John Taylor had not
really attempted" (p. 29 1).
Occasionally, hi storical ev idence fl at ly contradicts Brooke's
ponrayals. Thus, for instance, he asserts that Joseph Smith was
convicted of di sturbing the peace as a "glass-looker" in an 1826
trial in Bainbridge. New York (pp. 154, 364 n. 19). While the
evidence is ambiguous, one of the most thorough reviews of the
legal issues concl udes, with Oliver Cowdery, that the case was a
preliminary hearing, not a trial , and that Joseph was acquitted.67
Furthermore, contrary to Brooke's claims, Joseph Smith never
"announced in 1832 that he himself was the prophet Enoch" (p.
166)-nor, for that matter, did he ever do so at all. Still. Brooke
imagines not only that Joseph Smith claimed to be Enoch. but that
he also. somewhere. sometime. somehow. "prese nted himself as
the Nephite, th e prophet of the co min g Kingdom" (p. 18 1),
claiming that "rebuilding the temple of Nephi ... would fulfill
prophecy and ad vance the Seco nd Co min g" (p. 198). No
evidence for this false asse rtion is provided. And Brooke's
assertion that "(MartinJ Harris did not claim to have had the
vision rof the angel and the golden pl atesJ but accepted that Smi th
had seen the angel" (p. 186) flies in the face of all the evidence. 68
And it is difficu lt to cred it the claim that. from the days of
Brigham Young in the earl y 1850s, "the faithful were not to
expect miracles or vis ions, rely upon their endow ments, or searc h
out the mysteries" (p. 284; cf. 29 1). Brooke furth er claims that
"the Cowderies Isic] [Oliver and Warren]. the Whitmers IDavid
67 See Gordon A. Madsen, "Joseph Smith' s 1826 T rial: The Legal Setting;'
BYU Studies 30/2 (Spring 1990): 9t - 108.
68 See Richard Lloyd Anderson. Investigating the Book of Mormon
Witness es (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book. 1981); Rhett Stephens James, The
M(Jn Who Knew (Cache Valley. Utah: Martin Harris Pageant Committee, 1983).
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and lohnJ, their brother-in-Jaw Hiram Page, the Johnsons {Luke
and Lyman] , and Warren Parrish
provided the core of the
Reorgani zed Ch urch" (p. 225), despite the fact that none of them
joined the RLDS Church. (Indeed. half of them were dead before
the reorganization in 1860!)69
Over and over again, Professor Brooke mi sreads Latter-day
Saini doctrines, and his mi sread ings fatally weaken the parallcl s he
claims to find with hermetic ism. For instance. since both Mormon s
and occultic Neop iatonisis reject the idea of creation ex nihilo,
from nothing. Brooke conc ludes that the Neopialon ic concept of
emanat ion (creati on ex deo) and the Mormon doctrine of the
etern ity of mailer are equiva lent (pp. 10- 11 , 15, 16, 23. 24,
202).70 But this is rather like say ing that. since water is a liquid,
while hydrogen and lead are nonli qu ids, hydrogen and lead are
essent iall y the same thing. It is true, of cou rse, that neither creat ion
as e manation nor c reat ion as o rgani zati on of preexi sti ng mailer
can be equated with creal ion from nothing, but this hardl y makes
the m sy nonymous. They are , in fact, utterly and abso lute ly
foreign to each other. The emanat ionist view posits God as the
onl y "thing" that is truly real, with the en tire cosmos, visible a nd
in visible, regarded as an unfo lding of his bei ng. (Ncopl atoni c
thinke rs rout ine ly use images of overflowing fountain s and
radiating li ghts and open perfume bottles to express the ir concept
of creation.) Nothing. on this view, is on lo logicall y independent of
God. The theory of creation as organization of preexistent maller,
in sharp contrast, sees God and maller as coexistent realities. with
neither one ontologically de pende nt upon the o th er. 7 J
69 O. Cowdery. 1850; W. Cowdery. 1851 ; H. Page. 1852; Lyman Johnson.
1856. We had been under the impression that Professor Brooke did not believe
that resurrected beings assist in the founding of churches.
70 Professor Brooke naIvely assumes that crt:ario ex nihilo is the biblical
view (p. 10). It is nol. On this issue. see the discussion and references in Daniel
C. Peterson. "Docs the Qur'an Teach Creation Ex Nihilo?'" in By Sludy and Also
by Failh. ed. Joh n M. Lundquist and Stephen D. Ricks (Salt Lake City: Deseret
Book and F.A.R.M.S .. 1990), 1:584-610.
7! For a close analysis of these issues in an Islamic conteJ(t. sec Danicl C.
Peterson. "'Emanation aniJ Creation Ex Nihilo in aJ- Kir ma ni " (forthcoming. from
Presses Universitaires de France. in the proceedings of the international
colloquium. "'Perspectives medicvales arabes. latines, hcbra"lques sur la tradition
scientifique et philosophique grecque").
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Nonetheless, Brooke thoroughly confuses the two doctrines, and
his resultant mi sunderstanding of the relationship between spi rit
and matter in Mormonism, which he labels "the core of Mormon
cosmology" (p. 15), leads him into bizarre errors (as at 2 15).
Likewi se , Professor Brooke's in s isten ce on an
"a ndrogynous," "dual -gendered di vinity" in Mormoni sm (pp .
8, 16, 28, 258, 283, 302, 305) fundamentally distorts Lauer-day
Saint teachings on the subject, which, contrary to hi s claim, are
vast ly differen t from those of Paracelsus, Jacob Boehme, and
Mot her Ann Lee. Furthermore, to choose another example,
Brooke is si mpl y mi stake n to find "predestinati on" in th e
se rmon s of Josep h Smith (p. 256), just as he is when
characteri zi ng Mormon doctrine as " universali stic" (pp. 13, 95 ,
189, 199,200). And Latter-day Saints familiar with the Church's
teac hings on suffering, mortality, and the estrangement from God
that we call spiritual death will be perplexed by Brooke's claim
that, in Mormon doctrine, "the consequences of Adam's Fall did
not extend to hi s seed" (p. 260).
Brooke consistentl y maintain s that Joseph thought he was
establishing the "third dispensation" (pp. xv, 3, 13,22,4 1,4546, e tc). This is ill onler 10 lIraw a parallel to Joachim of Fiore's
concept of the Three Ages or di spensations, the first two of which
were "the di spensati ons of Moses [Judaism} and Christ
[Chri stianity]" (p. 3)-an idea which Brooke says influenced later
hermetic and occult thinking. In fact, Brooke makes no attempt to
provide evidence that Joseph or any early Latter-day Saints ever
thought in terms of three dispensations. Rather, Joseph specifically
spoke of the uven dispe nsations familiar to modern Latter-day
Saints, and Mormon usage can admit an even higher number.1 2
And, since the idea of dispensations is prom inent in the Bible
(e.g., at I Corinthians 9: 17 and Ephesians I: I0, which served as
the source for Joac him 's concept ), why should we suspect that
Joseph's seven dispensations were influenced by Joachim 's three?
According to Brooke, Joseph "reproduced the three heavens
of the Cabala and hermeticism in the three Mormon heavens, the
72 Andrew F. Ehm and Lyndon W. Cook. cds., The Words of Joseph Smilh
(Provo. UT: Religious Studies Center. Brigham Young University, 1980),370;
compare Courtney J. Lassetter, "'Dispensations of the Gospel." in Ellcyclopedia
of Mormonism. ed. Daniel H. Ludlow (New York : Macmillan, 1992). 1:388-90.
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telestial, terrestrial, and celestial kingdoms" (p. 12. cf. 199, 205).
He re Brooke ignores the o bvi o us a ntecede nt in Paul ( 1
Cori nthi a ns 15:40-42),73 which is ex tensively paraphrased in
Doctrine and Covenants 76. But, just as important, he misreads the
text : Where is the telestial kingdom described as a " heaven" in
the Doctrine and Covenants ? In fact, the three refere nces to
" heaven" in Doctrine and Covenants 76 (vs. 63, 68, 109) refer
e ither to the sky or to the place where God and Christ judge (D&C
76:68). The " heavens" arc called upon to " hear" (76: I), th e
heavens weep (76:26), and they bear record (76:40); but nowhere
in this revelation are the three degrees of glory themse lves call ed
"heavens." Quite the contrary. the telestial kingdom is explicit ly
assoc iated with " he ll " (76:84, 106). not "heaven." In fact the
terrest ial and telest ial glories are called " worlds" (D&C 76:7 1, 98,
109). But eve n if we a ll ow Brooke th e latitude to inte rpre t
Doctrine and Covenan ts 76 as referring to three "heavens," we
must then ask: Precisely how many heavens do we actuall y find in
hermetic ism? In fact , the usual number is not three, as Brooke
claims, but seven!74 So why should we think that Joseph got his
concept of three heavens from the seven heavens of he rmetic ism.
instead of from the three heavens so prom ine ntl y mentioned by
Paul (2 Corin thians 12:2)?
Brooke's unde rstanding of contemporary Mormoni sm fares
no better. Many e ndowed Latter-day Saint s wi ll no doubt be
bemu sed to learn that, si nce the earl y twe ntieth century "only the
dead who had died outside the faith exp licitl y requi red the saving
powers of temple ordinance (sicJ" (p. 292). And readers of the
Ensign. may be excused fo r doubti ng Brooke's claim that "sin ce
1950 references to Joseph Smit h have declined just as fast as
refe re nces to Jesus Chri st have grow n" (p. 305). Following O.
Kendall White,7S Brooke sees the con temporary C hurc h as being
pu shed by "neo-orthodox" thinkers into aba ndo nin g its true.
73 As de;lr proof that this verse is seen by Joseph as related to the concept
of the threc degrees of glory. the Joseph Smith T ra nslation of these verses adds
"tclestial" as a third category paralleling the celestial and terrestrial.
74 CorplIl' Hermeticum 3.2. 11.7. A scie(/iIIS 19 = Copenhaver, HermetiClI.
13. 38. 78.
75 Agai n. see Louis Midgley's essay on O. Kendall White, M ormon Neo·
Ortlrodoxy: A Crisis Tlreology. in the present Re view.

BROOKE, THE REFINER'S FIRE (HAMBLI N, PETERSON, MrITON)

37

hermetic roots (pp, 296-97; cf. 283, 305). In fact, he say s,
becau se of "s ignificant departures from its nineteenth-century
origins" (p. 293; cf. 295) "modern Mormoni sm may well soon
become essentially indi sti ngu ishable from conservative Christian
fundamenta lism" (p. 282; cf. 284, 295, 303-5, 404)- a trend that
our numerous , vocal, evangelical Protestant critics seem to have
overlooked. Yet he acknowledges that there is opposition to this
supposed tendency , ide ntifying Hugh Nibley and D. Michael
Quinn as allies who "see the survival of Mormoni sm in the
embracing of thi s hermet ic tradition" (p. 301). But thi s
identification exposes the problematic nature of Brooke' s
depiction , since-however dubiously- his source, Kendall White,
singles Hugh Nibley out as one of the leaders of the purported
"neo-orthodox" party in modern Mormonism.1 6 Both White and
Brooke have seriou sly misunderstood Nibley on these matters.
As a matter of fact, Brooke seems to have read little or nothing
of Nibley, nor of the uniden tified writers to whom he refers as
"Ni bley' s students" (p. 30 1). In a cavalier passage-less than a
paragraph- he characterizes in the narrowest way Nibley's entire
work (about 20 volumes!), show ing no real acquai ntance with his
significant contributi on to the study of Mormoni sm, much of
which is quite germane to the issues Brooke is discussing (p. 301) .
He never cites the Encyclopedia of Mormonism and shows little
awareness of fait hful Latter-day Saint sc holarship . He mentions
passingl y only one book from the Foundation for Ancient
Research and Mormon Studies, despite the publication of several
books and articles related to his topicJ7
It is striking, too, that Professor Brooke seems to have sought
no feedback from reputable Latter-day Saint scholars before
going public with hi s work. "The first test that a research project
undergoes," he comments in his preface (p. xix), "is the scrutiny
provided by public presentations. I am very much indebted for
the opportun ity to deve lop my ideas and my evidence- and fo r
commentary and critique given free of charge- at a variety of
forums." He thereupon li sts a number of places at which he has
presented his theories of Mormon ism, so me of them quite

76 White. M ormon NeD-Orthodoxy, 93, 13 1- 32, 169-73.
77 See note 95 below.
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prestI gIOus (e.g., the Co lonia l Society of Massachu sett s, Viola
Sach 's Colloquia at the Mai son des Sciences de I'Homme at the
Un iversity of Paris. the Andover-Harvard Divinity School Church
Hi story Seminar, and the Atlantic Hi story Workshop at Johns
Hopki ns University .) But. one wants to ask, why d id he evidently
never submit his speculations to the evaluation of informed Latterday Sai nt s at the Mormon Hi story Assoc iation o r, even, at a
Sunstone Sympos ium? Why . when, on the same page, he thanks
scholars like Jan Shipps, Larry Moore, David Hall , and Jon Butler,
who read his manusc ript in who le or in part , are there no thank s
for reading the manuscript to respected Latter-day Saini hi storian s
such as Thomas Alexander, James Allen, Richard Lloyd Anderson,
Leo nard Arrington , Millon Backman. Da vis Billon. Ric hard
Bushman . or Grant Underwood , etc.? (How would Cambridge
University Press regard a Christian or Muslim writer who had
submitted to them a major revisioni st work on Judai sm. but who
had egregiou sly failed to engage in dialogue with conte mporary
Jewi sh scholars?) Yet Professor Brooke could have avoided many
embarrassi ng errors had he opted to take a look at current Latlerday Saint scholarship , or to submit hi s musings to competent
Latter-day Sai nt evaluatio n. Thu s. to c hoose just one example
from scores that could have bee n se lected. when he a lludes in
passi ng to "the already shaky edifice of the Book of Mormon, a
hi storical reve lat ion far too accessi ble to the hi storian's prying
eyes" (p. 304), hi s is an uninformed judgment that re lies far too
confident ly on the work of professiona l anti-Mormo ns like Jerald
and Sandra Tanner (pp. 363, 380) . to say nothing of Walter F.
Prince's widely-ridic uled speculation s about the o rig ins of Book
of Mormon names (pp. 169,368).1 8
Professor Brooke's ignorance of contemporary Mormonism
hurts him in amusing ways. Even the cold fus ion claims made at
the Uni versity of Utah a few years ago are pressed into service as
illustratio ns of Mormon hermeticism: They arc interesting. Brooke
declares, "given Mormon doctrines on the nature of matter" (p.
78 See Walter F, Prince, "Psychologica l Te~ t s for the Authorship of the
Book of Mormon," Ame.rican Joum(l/ of Psychology 28 (July 1917), and the
devastating response of the anti-Mormon Theodore Schroeder, "Authorship of
the Book of Mormon: Psychologic Tests of W. F, Prince Critically Reviewed:'
American Journal of I'l)'dr%g)' 30 (January 191 9): 67-68. 72.
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299). He never troubles himse lf, though, to explain how the
experiments of the two non ~ Mormon chemists Stanley Pon s and
Martin Fleischman are even remotel y helpful as indicators of
Latter~day Saint attitudes and beliefs.
It is probably significant th at Brooke's mistakes are not
random; rather, his presentation consistently misrepresents LOS
scripture, doctrine, and hi story in ways that tend to support his
thesis by making LOS idea s see m closer to hi s hermetic
prototypes. These are not minor errors in volvin g margi nal
characters or events in LDS scripture and history; nor are they
mere matters of interpretation. Rather, for the most part, they are
fundamental errors, clearly demonstrating Brooke's feeble grasp
of the primary texts. By analogy, if a biblical scholar were to
discuss John 's vis ion on the road to Damascus, or Peter's
revelation on the isle of Patmos, he wou ld be laughed out of the
American Academy of Religion; such work would certainly not be
published by Cambridge University Press. "Thi s book," says
Harvard's David D. Hall, praising The Refiner'S Fire on its rear
jacket cover, "changes the shape of American religious hi story."
He is absolutely right , though probably not in the sense he
intended. It is a sad refi ection on the sorry state of knowledge of
Mormonism among non-Mormon sc holars that errors of such
magnitude cou ld pass undetected in the writing, reviewing, and
editing process of The Refiner's Fire.

The Methodological Imperative:
Biblical vs. Hermetic Antecedents
Brooke recognizes that the question of "how to spec ify the
role of hermeticism in relation to the many obviously Chri stian
e lements in Mormon theology" (p. xiv) is one of hi s major
methodological problems. Yet the solution to this problem is, in
fact, qu ite sim ple: Brooke mu st provide evidence for uniquely
hermetic or alchemical terms or ideas in Mormonism-terms or
ideas which are not paralleled in the Bible. Ignoring thi s principle,
though, Brooke consistently downplays, and frequ ently altogether
supp resses, the obviolls and explic it biblical antecede nt s of
Mormon thought in favor of obscu re and vague parallels to
hermetic, alchemical. Masonic, and occult texts and ideas, which
themselves oft en derive fro m the Bible.
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It is unive rsally acknowledged that biblical quotation s,
paraphrases, and imagery fill all early LOS scripture. writings. and
sermons. Time and again early Lauer-day Saints ex plicitly point
to biblical precedents for their doctrines and practices. Joseph
Smith and all the early Mormon elders taught and defended their
doctrines from th e Bibl e. Eve n in th e great King Foll e tt

discourse-which Brooke sees as a co rnucopia of " hermetic"
doctrine-Joseph declared "I am go ing to prove it (the doctrine
of multiple gods] to you by the Bible."79 The text is fill ed with
biblical quotations and allusions. Never do the earl y Sai nts claim
they arc fo llow in g hermeti c or alchemical precedents. Brooke,
however, generously sets out to correct thi s lapse for them, as the
fo llowing examples will demonstrate.
• Anabaptists "posit Chri st as. . the Second Adam" (p. 14),
as do Mormons; likew ise, "touc hed by he rmetic thought , th e
revolut ionary {Protestant1 sects interpret Chri st as a Second
Adam" (p. 204). No mention is made of I Corinthians 15:45-49
as the clear source for thi s idea.
• "Michael Quinn ," Professor Brooke re ports, "has noted
that the idea of three heavens, or degrees of glory, was available in
Emmanu el Swedenbo rg's cos mi c system, in whi c h three
heaven s- topped by a 'celestial kingdom ' -were associated with
the sun , the moon, and the stars" (p. 205). But Michael Quinn
al so knows that " the idea of three heaven s, or degrees of
glory, ... assoc iated with the sun , the moon, and the stars" can be
derived from I Corinthians 15:40-42 and 2 Corinthi ans 12:2. Is
Professor Brooke unaware of this?
• The Parace lsan and Joachimite " hope that an Age of Spirit
[the third dispensation] would com mence with the second coming
of Elijah " (p. 15) is posited as a source of " the vision s of Elias
and Elijah received by Joseph Smith" (p. 28). Brooke fail s to
mention Malac hi 4:5 and Mark 9: II as obvious sources for thi s
idea.
• "The godly Monarchy prophes ied in the Book of Daniel
[is1 a typol ogy popular am ong both the chi liast Mun ster
79 Times alld Seasons 5115 (15 August 1844): 6 13. Incidentall y. the Ki ng
Follett discourse al so seems to tcach. and to rcly on . the basic doctrine of
Christ 's alOnemcm : "the salvation of Jesus Christ was wrought out for all me n'-'
says the Prophet. Ibid .. 616.
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Anabapti sts and the Latter-day Saints at Nauvoo and in earl y
Utah" (p. 24)- and, we might add, with every other Christian and
Jewish millenarian group in hi story.
• The "visions and revelations" and "powers of healing and
exorcism" of early Mormons are "like those of early Quaker
leaders" (p. 28). No mention is made of the fact that these precise
supernatural powers ex isted in the apostolic ch urch, the obvious
sou rce for both Quakers and Mormons.
• Mormon " bapti sm for the dead [is based on] Spirituali st
doctri ne" (p. 28) and on the "radical heritage" of "the German
pietist mystics at Ephrata" (p. 243). Why does Professor Brooke
make no refere nce whatsoever to I Corinthians 15:29 as the
unquestionab le source for this idea in all of these movements?
• "In words replicated in Mormon doctrine, the hi gh priest in
the Royal Arch [Masonry] was to be 'a priest forever after the
order of Me1ch izedec' .. (p. 101 ). Professor Brooke omits
me ntion of Hebrews 5:6 as the indisputable source for this precise
quotation. Although he is e lsewhere aware of Hebrews as the
source fo r the Masonic material (p. 194), Brooke still perversely
argues that Mormons got the idea from Masonry rather than from
the New Testament.
• Brooke informs us that "The Pearl of Great Price, the title
of a col lect ion of Smith 's writin gs from the 1830s, . . . had
ancient mystical and alchemica l connotat ions" (p. 16 1). He does
not tell hi s readers that Matthew 13:46 is the obvious sou rce for
the tille .
• Brooke would have us believe that the idea of "treasure in
heaven" in the Book of Mormon deri ved from "a theme that hi s
[Joseph'sl grandfather So lomon Mack had deve loped in hi s
Nar rati ve" (p. 175, cf. 176,274), rather than being related to its
obv ious biblical antecedents (Matthew 6:20, etc.).
• "C hri st is described as a master alc hemist in powerful
imagery draw n from the Book of Malachi: 'Like a refiner's fire,'
he wo uld 'purify the sons of Levi' " (p. 185, ci ting 3 Nephi
24:2- 3), In fac t. this passage is not alchemical "imagery" at all ,
but is an exact quotation from Malachi 3: 1-3, a document written
before the development of alchemy. One might well ask how a
prealchemicai documem can be describing a " master alchemist."
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And if it was not a lc hemical for Malac hi , why is it sudde nly
alchemical for Joseph Smith?
• The LOS United Order " had para lle ls in other mill enarian
groups such as the Ephrata ce libates and the Shake rs" and "the
Munster Anabaptists" (p. 192). Nothing is said about the obvious
source for a ll Ch rist ian co mmun ita rian movements, the apostolic
church as described in Acts 4:31-5:11.
• "The idea of an earthl y sealing lpower] was first introduced
in the Book of Mormon, when Nephi was granted powers of
salvation and damnation: 'W hatsoever ye shall seal on earth sha ll
be sealed in heaven; and whatsoever ye shall loose on earth sha ll
be loosed in heaven' " (p. 194, c iting Helaman 10:7). Brooke
makes no mention of Matthew 16: 19, where the same power is
granted to Christ' S apostles.
• Brooke's claim that "the pulpit veils (in the Kirtland temple]
had their conte mpo rary analogues in Roya l Arch Masonic
sy mbo li sm and had legendary origins in the veils in So lo mon's
temple" (p. 220) is rather baffling, since the Masons themse lves
drew this idea fro m the Bible, where the temple vei l is not
" legendary" but is described in co nsiderable detail (Exodus
26:3 1-35; cf. Matthew 27:51. etc.).
• "Joseph Smith ... invoked an image of witc hc raft and black
magic when he condemned the dissenters in Missouri as a
'Nicolaitaine band' "(p. 230, citing D&C 11 7: 11 ). Brooke says
nothing about the Nicolaitans referred to in Revelation 2:6, 15.
• "Em ma Smith had long been ca lled the 'Elect Lady,' a title
in at least o ne branc h of hi g h-degree French Masonry that
admitted women inlo spec ial lodges" (p. 247). Brooke not only
makes no attempt to de monstrate that Ihi s French lodge existed in
North America at this time (it didn't), but he ignores 2 John I : I as
the clear source for the title "Elect Lady."
• "The keys to the kingdom were about to be speci fi ed
[through the temple ceremonyJ, and they were being described in
language that implied Masonic meanings. The key was a sy mbol
of secrecy in Freemasonry" (p. 248). Nothing is sa id abou t
Matthew 16: 19, where Christ gives the "keys of the kingdom" to
Pete r. "Keys" have been a part of the papal coat of arms for
centuries, inspired by thi s very passage.
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• Brooke insists that "the rheto ric of 'blood atone ment'
mi ngled hermetic notions of condensing vapors, which carry us
back to the 'O ld Rodsman' " (p, 285). As evidence for this he
quotes Brigham You ng, who speaks of "the smoke lof sacrifice,
which] , . , might ascend to God as an offeri ng" (p. 285)~an
obvious allus ion to Reve lation 8:4 and 14 : I I. And just how does
Brigham's ascending smoke have anyt hing to do wi th "hermetic
not ions of condensing vapors"?
• Brooke helpfully suggests that, "for a description of the
biblica l tabernacle and temple probably avai lable to Smith, [h is
readers shou ld] see The Genuine Works of Flavius Josephus . ..
(New York, 1821)" (p. 376 n. 49). However, a description of the
bibl ical tabernacle and temple that was most certainly avai lable to
S mith was the Bible (e.g. Exodus 25-36, 1 Ki ngs 6-8, 1
Chronicles 21-28).
Given this consistent pattern of ignoring biblical antecedents
for Mormon ideas, we are left to wonder whether Brooke is merely
ignorant of the Bible, or whether he has conscious ly suppressed
biblical parallels in order to bolster his weak case. His recognition
that "p roto-Mormon fami lies were certainly immersed in the
language and the promise of the Bible" (p. 72) ind icates that he
should have been aware of poss ible biblical antecedents. However,
his ack nowledg ment, on one issue, that he is "obli ged to Jan
Shipps" for a poi nt having an obvious biblical bas is (pp. 72; 341
n. 45) leads us to suspect he may simply be biblicall y illi terate. At
any rate, his case fo r hermetic influ ences on earl y Mormoni sm
can on ly be made if he can demonstrate unique hermetic ideas in
Mormon thought that have no biblical antecedents. Thi s he utterly
fails to do.

Problems of Method and Analysis
Brooke's fa ilu re to demonst rate the superiority of his
hermetic model over biblical precedent is by no means his only
methodo log ical failure. T ime and again we fin d Brooke asserting
concl usions that by no means follow from the ev idence and
analysis he presents.
Brooke hi mse lf recogn izes a serious potent ial fl aw in his
overall argument. Wh il e insisti ng on hermetic antecedents fo r
Mormon ideas. he adm its that "Smi th ... did not have unlimited
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resources at hi s command in the 1820s. Hi s family was poor and
struggling, without much money to spare on ex.pens ive volumes of
theology." FUrihermore, " it is unlikel y that they CQuid ha ve
used" th e Manc hester Library (p. 207). Thus. Joseph " did not
have a copy of the Corp us Hermetic um at han d" (p. 204).
Likew ise, Brooke admits that " it would be difficu lt to argue that
they lSwedenborgian texts] were widely known among the rural
peoples of the early Republic" (p. 99). Since Brooke is essentially
ad mitting that Joseph did nOI obtain his cruc ial hermetic ideas
from iden tifiable texts, how did he gel them? One answer is
Sidney Ri gdon , who "was a sophisticated biblical scholar and had
a wide ex perie nce in theo logical questions" (p. 207) . Thu s, " it
would have been Rigdon and not Smith" who wa!) the source for
man y, if not most, of the alleged hermetic ideas in earl y
Mormonism. But if Sidney Rigdon is the real source fo r many o r
the Masonic and hermet ic ideas that Brooke c laims to find in
Joseph's writings, the focus of hi s book should be o n Rigdon's
inte ll ec tual background, not o n Josep h's. Thu s, by this
Spauldingesque twi st, Brooke attempts to dismiss the obvious
object ion that Jose ph was si mpl y too uneducated to ha ve had
access to the hermeti c and alchemical arcana wh ich Brooke
attributes to him. But in so doing, Brooke begs the new questiondo we find clear ev idence of he rmetic or occult leanin gs in
Rigdon's thought? When Brooke turn s to Ri gdon as a
hypothetical conduit for hermetic thought to Joseph, he is tacitl y
admittin g that he has no hard data connecting Joseph with
hermeticism and alchemy.
Thro ughout hi s entire book Broo ke is plagued with th e
problem of analogue versus causal antecedent, which he himse lf
recogn izes on occasion. The probl em of causality has been well
su mmar ized by Jo nat han Z. S mith : " Ho mology lcausa l
antecedent) is a similarity of form or structure between two species
shared from their common ancestor; an analogy is a si milarit y of
form o r structure between two species not sharin g a common
ancestor."So Brooke would have done well to follow Jo nathan
Smith 's exce llent analysis of the problem .

80 Jonathan Z, Smith, Dmdgery Divine (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press. (990). 47 n. 15 . Scholars positing parallels between Mormonism and
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It is agreed that the statement "x resembles y" is logicall y
incomplete
[because it] suppress[es the] multi-term
statement of ana logy and difference capab le of bei ng
properl y expressed in fo rmulati ons such as:
"x resembles y more than z with respect to ... ;"
or,

"x resembles y more than w resemb les z with respect to

"
That is to say, the statement of compari son is never dyadic,
but always triad ic; there is always an implicit " more
than", and there is always a "with respect to".81
Brooke' s great method ological failure is that he does not
clearl y identify the "more than " or "with res pect to" in hi s
alleged pamlleb between Mormoni sm and hermeticism.
Brooke is a rhetorical master at the fallacy of perfect analogy,
which "consists in reasoning from a partial resemblance between
two e ntities to an e ntire and exact correspondence. It is an
erroneous in ference from the fact that A and B are similar in some
respects to the fal se conclu sion that they are the same in all
respec ts."82 Readers should be on the lookout for frequent use of
an extended version of thi s fallacy . Brooke repeatedly argues as
fo llo ws: Item I ha s characteristics A and B; item 2 has
characteri stics Band C; item 3 has characteri stics C and D;
therefore, since I and 2 share one characterist ic (B), and 2 and 3
share o ne character isti c (C), I and 3 mu st share so me
characteri stics. But the A and B of 1 have nothing whatsoever to
do with the C and D of 3.
For example, Brooke de monstrates that there were ironworks
and blacks mith s in the reg ion where Joseph's ancestors lived (p.
73). Si nce "Joseph [Sr.], with his sons, would make hi s li vin g a
half-century later digging wells" (p. 76). Joseph Sr. "may well
have " been co nnected wi th "Tow ne's copper mine" (p. 76)-

eit her Joseph's nineteenth century envi ronment or an tiquit y should carefu lly
study this essay.
81 Ibid. 51.
82 David H. Fischer. HiSlOrians ' Fallacies: Toward a Logic of HislOrical
Thought (New York: Harper & Row. 1970). 247.
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after all, bot h involved digg ing. Brooke then shows that there were
occa<;ionally alche mical ideas associated with o res and metals (p.
77). Therefore, he concludes, the S mit hs we re in "conlact with the
metallurgica l tradition" of alchemy (p. 75, cf. 75-7). Elsew here
we learn thai Joseph had a seer-stone (p. 30), that some peop le
with seer-stones used d ivini ng rods ( p. 30), and th at "div ini ng
ofte n incorporated re fe re nces to very specific kn ow ledge o f

alchemy" (p. 3 I). Therefore. "div iners, near-contemporaries of
Joseph Smith , conju re up images of the g reat alchemists of the
seve ntee nth century" ( p. 33). A ll of th is may be tru e, but
Brooke's "conju red image" is just that-it is certai nly not
evide nce that Joseph knew an yt hing about class ica l alc hemy
simply because he used a seer-stone. We are a lso info rmed th at
Asael Smith, Joseph 's g randfather, was somehow linked with what
Brooke ca ll s " pe rfect io ni sts" (p p. 132- 33) and that "Asael' s
perfectio ni sm had a lche mica l and hermetic analogues" (p. 133).
Asae l qUOled the Book of Dan iel in a letter; " Rad ica l Eng li sh
sectarians" a lso qu oted from the Boo k of Danie l (p. 133).
T herefo re, J osep h Smi th was influe nced by he rmeti c and
alchemical lore.
Brooke's con tinued fixation o n counterfe itin g is a class ic
examp le of an exte nded version of the fa llacy o f the perfect
ana logy. His argume nt run s as fo ll ows: Med ieval a lc he mi sts
attempted to make go ld fro m base meta l. "Counterfe iti ng, in its
med ieval and early modern manifestat ions, represented a low
trad itio n of a lche mical experime ntatio n" (p. 107). Counterfe iting
ex isted in New Eng land in Joseph Smit h's day ( pp. 108-28).
Indeed, the counte rfe iter "Joseph Bill was a lso a second cousi n
once re moved of Samuel Bill , who woul d marry Joseph Smith's
aunt Lyd ia Mack in 1786" (p. 108). Si nce counterfeiters existed
in the region, Brooke specu lates- us ing McCarthyile tactics of
in nuendo and gu il t by assoc iat io n, a nd wit ho ut a shred of
ev ide nce- th at " the S mit hs may have been te mpted to pass
mo ney for these loca l [couni erfe itin gJ gangs" (p. 173) a nd ,
indeed. that "Jose ph Sr. may well have fa lle n 10 the seduct ive
temptati o ns of coun te rfeit in g In Ve rmon!" (p. 178).83

83 We suspect thaI Professor Brooke would strongly. and rightly. object if
someone- using analogous reasoning- wc re to assert that. since there is
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Furthermore, Antimasons charged th at "numerous gangs of
counterfe iters .. were almosl wholly composed of Free-Masons"
(p. 170). Since "there are undeniable parallels between these
IGadiantonJ bands of robbers and murderers and the popular
images of the Masonic fraternity" (p. 169), there is therefore
"ample reason to see the counterfeiters as an important model for
the Gadianton Bands" (p. 170).84 The weak bank notes of the
failed Kirtland bank were vaguely like counterfeit bills, and there
were accusations of cou nterfe iting at Kirtland (pp. 226-32). (If
Brooke believes that "sorting out the rhetorical and the real in the
Kirtland counterfeiting accusations might seem pointless" [po
2311. it is only because he is more interested in counterfeiting as a
metaphor than in discovering whether or not the early Saints
really counterfeited, and, if they did, how-by some remarkable
stretch of the imagination- this might link them with alchemy.)
There were also allegations of counterfe itin g in Nauvoo, even
though "no reliable ev idence .. suggests the Mormon leaders
were involved" (p. 270, cf. 268- 7 1). Mormons minted their own
coins in Salt Lake, some of which were underweight (pp. 272-74).
Since "counterfeit ing was one conduit of hermetic cu hure in the
eighteenth-century colonies" (p. 226), Joseph Smith and the early
Mormons must somehow have been influenced by hermeticism
and alchemy. Unfortunate ly, this is often as good as the reasoning
gets.

cocaine dealing in Massachusetts, and since Brooke lives in Massachusetts,
Brooke '"may wcll havc fallen to the seductive temptations" of cocaine dealing.
84 Of course it is not at all "undeniable" that the Gadiantons were based on
Masonry; Daniel Peterson has made just such a denial-of which Brooke is
appa rently unaware (p. 368 n. 60). (See Daniel C. Peterson. "Notes on
'Gadianton Masonry' ," in WarfQrf! in thc Book of Mormon, ed. Stephen D. Ricks
and William J. Hamblin [Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and F.A.R.M.S .• 1990],
174- 224. ) Brooke' s "ample reason[sr' for equating the Gadiantons with
counterfeiters are: ( 1) some counterfeiters were Masons, (2) "the episodic rise
and fall [of the Gadiantons]
. echoed the similar cyclical pattern of
counterfeiting." (3) they both "preylcd] upon thc people's wealth," (4) they wcre
both "suppressed by forcc" (5) they both flcd into the wilderncss. and (6)
sometimes they bOlh "go unpunished" ( 170). Bm these are far from sufficicnt
reasons to justify such an equation. And, unfonunately for Brooke's argumenl.
the one thing the Gadiantons apparently never did in the Book of Mormon was
10 counterfeit.
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Brooke's argument occasionall y degenerates into the wildest
of word associations. Susannah Goddard Howe was descended
fro m the Goddard fam il y whom Brooke li nks with "occ ult
warfare" (p. 67) in earl y eighteenth-century New England.

Susannah Howe's daughter married a Mormon, John Haven, who
remembered that Susannah Howe "believ[e]d that Jacob's ladder
was not yet broken and that angels sti ll cont inued to ascend and
descend" (p. 70). Brooke asserts that " this seems to have been
the res idual influence of the bewi tchment of the Goddards.
a pparent ly by Nat Smith . the lmmortalist god," and that her
statement indicates that she was "convinced that spirit and matter
were inseparably connected, the central te net of the Mormon
cos mo logy" (p . 70). All of thi s from a rather obscure
secondhand allusion to Genesis 28: I 0- 15!
Building on th e "pioneeri ng" methodology of Michael
Quinn, much of Brooke's argument rests upon the flimsiest of
circumstantial evidence, includi ng tenuous ge nealogical and
geographical relationships (as at pp. 25, 50-5 L 59-60, 63, 70-7 1.
73, 95, 266, 270, 359). He admits that muc h of this material
"required some speculat ion and inference" (p. 336). That is
putting it mildly. It is rather like us in g an alchemical recipe to
make New England c howder by merely boiling water in the same
roo m with the clams- never mind that the two never come
together. Thus we learn that a certain Th omas In ge rsoll had
"connections to the Sm it hs' circle of money-diggers" (p. 173).
But what was the nature of those connections? Thomas "was
ei ther a brother or a third cousin of Peter Ingersoll, whom the
Smiths had {allegedl y] tried to recruit into their [alleged\ money ~
di gging club" (p. 174). And what significance is there, really, in
the datum, noted above, th at the counterfeiter Joseph Bill was "a
secon d cousin once removed of Samuel Bill, who would marry
Joseph Smith's aunt Lyd ia Mack in 1786" (p. 108)? How many
readers of this review, we wonder, can name a second cousin once
removed of their maternal aunt's husband? How many have been
sig ni ficant ly infl uenced by him or her? Brooke also finds "a
happy symmetry" in the fact that Heber C. Kimball's first
mi ssion to England took him "to the birthplace of Lawrence
Clarkson, who two centuries before" had held a few not ions
vagudy paralld tu id~~s Brouke cl ai ms to find in Joseph Smit h (p.
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238). Many readers will find it, as we do, irrelevan l. Most
amusingly, Brooke spends several pages (pp. 50-53) detailing the
e ighteenth-century occ ulti c religiosity of Joseph Stafford and
describing the "magical documents" his fami ly preserved fro m
him after his death, onl y to admit, in passing, that it was a different
branch of the family-his brother David' s descendants. who did
not have those documents-with which the Smiths had contact a
century afterwards (p . 53).
Brooke seems to sense that some readers may be skeptical of
hi s cla im of hermetic origin s for Mormoni sm. In part , he deals
with this by affirming that hermet icism was really there , only
rather in vis ibl y and cland est inel y: "Hermeticism explains the
more exotic featu res of the inner logic of Mormon theology, but
give n the sec ret nature of thi s inner log ic before 1844, and its
relative obsc urity to this day" (p. xv ii ), we shouldn ' t expect to
find much evidence of it. One can hardly fail, here , to recall Rule
17 (" In place of ev ide nce use Rhetoric!") and Rule 18 ("Use
lack of evidence as ev idence!") from Hugh Nibley's immortal
"How to Write an Anti-Mormon Book (A Handbook for
Begi nners)."s5
One also wonders, rather wearily . just how long Lauer-day
Saints will ha ve to contend with historians who es pouse such
methods. For Brooke is not the first. Da vid Herbert Donald , the
Charles Warren Professor of American History at Harvard. once
observed of Fawn Brodie (a writer much in evidence throughout
The Refiner'S Fire) that, in her biography of Thomas Jefferson,
she seemed not to be
bothered by the fact that she can adduce only slim factual
support for her tal es of what she primly calls Jefferson's
"i ntimate life ." Reluctantly she confesses that there is
"no real evidence" as to what happened in the Betsy
Walker case. And documentation for the liason with Sall y
Hemings is "si mpl y unrecove rable." Such absence of
evidence would stop most historians, but it does not faze
Mrs. Brodie. Where there are documents, she knows how
10 read them in a special way . .. . Where documents have
85 See Hugh W. Nibley. Tinkling Cymbals and Sounding Brass (Salt Lak.e
City: Deserct Book and F.A.R.M.S., \99 1), 495-501.
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been lost, Mrs. Brodie can make much of the gap . ...
Mrs. Brod ie is masterful in using negat ive evidence 100 .
. . . But Mrs. Brodi e is at he r best whe n the re is no
ev idence whatever to cloud her vision. Then she is free to
speculate. 86
This is precisely what Latter-day Saint critics had lo ng argued
with regard to Brodie 's biography of Joseph Smith , and it is a
majo r problem in The Refiner's Fire. What is more, it appears to
have been a problem in Brooke's earlier book, The Hear! of the
Commonwealth . which, it will be recalled, was structured arou nd a
posited dic hotomy or dia lect ic betwee n Harrin gtoniani sm an d
Lockeanism in Worcester County, Massachusetts, betwee n 1713
and 1861. There is, however, a sli g ht problem with this.
" Apparently ," Richard O. Brown point s out , " no onc in
Worcester County ever mentioned Harrington in publi c discourse
between 17 13 and 186 1, and Brooke find s onl y several references
to Locke."87 One has to wonder about the role of ev idence. or
lack of ev idence. in thi s kind of historiography .
Brooke is also given 10 a rather crude reductionis m, as when
he suggests (on p. 220) that the pill a r of fi re many in the
surroundin g neighborhood cl aimed to see above the Kirtland
Temple at its ded icati on was " perhaps the effect of the sparkling
of the g round glass mix.ed int o the temp le 's plaster coating ."
(That coating was present before and afte r the dedicatory service
without creatin g suc h an effect, but why quibbl e?) Even more
egregious is his claim that the practice of bapti sm fo r the dead
" was grounded in . . . the di sease environme nt o n the Nauvoo
86 David Herbert Donald, "By Sex Obsessed:' Commenta ry 5811 (July
1974),97-98. Anothcr critique of Brodic's book on Jeffcrson li kewise seems
remarkably lIpmfJOS here: ''Two vast things, each wondrous in itself, combine to
make thi s book a p rodigy~t h c author's industry, and her ignorance. One can
onl y be so intricately wrong by deep study and long effort, e noug h to make Ms.
Brodie the fasting hermit and very saint of ignorance. The resul t has an eerie
perfection, as if all the world's greatest bui lders had agreed to rear, with infinite
skill. the world's ugliest buildi ng." See Garry Wills, "Uncle Thomas's Cabin:'
New York Review of Books 21 (\8 Apri l 1978), 26. These and other crit ical
reviews of Brodie arc handily, and reveal ingly. gathered in Louis C. Midgley,
"The Brodie Connection: Thomas Jefferson and Joseph Smith," BYU SlIIdies
2011 (Fall 1979): 59-67.
87 Brown, "Essay Review," 651.
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n ats" because it provided "comfort for those who so regularl y
lost fam il y members" (pp. 242, 243). But since the salvati on of
ll nha ptized c hildre n is a.""lIred hy Mormon doctrine , and "ince the

adults who died in Nauvoo were virtually all baptized members of
the Church, it is di fficult to see how Brooke's exp lanation
accounts for anythi ng at all .
Brooke's historical method rests heav ily upon hunches and
intuitions. "In a few cases where relatively obscure Mormons were
elevated into the Quoru m of the Ano inted," he wri tes, "one
wonders whether a daughter's marriage was exc hanged fo r the
parents' divine exaltati on" (p. 266). Brooke also "wonderlsl how
much [Josep h Smith Sr.] knew about" copper min ing (p . 76). But
an author's wondering is not evidence. Nor does he give us even
the slightest reason to accept his hint, borrowed from Fawn Brod ie,
that the frat ricidal violence port rayed in the Book of Mormon had
its roots in alleged violent hostilities between Joseph Smith and his
brothers (pp. 150, 155).
Several ti mes, Brooke's hypot heses are transmuted into
certa inti es with in only a page or two, without interven ing
argument or ev id ence, and then used as the fou ndat ions for
elaborate, specul at ive constructions th at oft en eventuall y become
certain ti es the mse lves .8S Thus, on page 11 4, a New England
custom of CUll ing off the ears of counterfeiters "may have been
popularl y associated with a we ll ·known cou nt ercha rm for
bewitched animals." On the next page, this speculation becomes a
fact. On page 269, a cou nterfeitin g press is mentioned th at, if one
believes the assertions of a single nineteenth-century anti-Mormon
writer, "may have been one of two supposedly buried along the
trai l to Utah," Two pages later, we are given a gli mpse of the
se ntime nts that exis ted "a mong the Mormo ns burying the
[alleged) 'bogus-presses' on the trai l west"-as if it were now an
establi shed fac t that they were do ing any such thing. On pages
214-16, the ex iste nce of certain pseudo-Aristotelian sex manuals
on the American frontier makes it a certainty fo r Brooke not only
88 Analogously. Garry Wills complained about the constant use of ··Ms.
Brodie's hint·and-run method-to ask. a rhetorical question, and then proceed on
the assumptio n that it has been settled in her favor, making the first sur mise a
basis for second and third ones. in a towering rickety structure of unsupponed
conjecture:' Wills. "Uncle Thomas's Cabin," 26.
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that Joseph Smith read them, but that they influenced the pl ot of
the Book of Mormon: The "white race of Nephites" is linked to
"the white male seed of Aristotle'.f Book of Problems." But, he
confesses. "these links
can only be speculati ve" (p. 216),
Indeed .

The Masonic Connection
The one point where Brooke's argument has any semblance
of substance is in his claim that Joseph was a Mason and therefore
could have been influenced by Mason ic lore and symboli sm.
Nonetheless, Brooke insists on arguing for Masonic influence on
Joseph during the writing of the Book of Mormon , nearly fifteen
years before he became a Mason.
The ever-helpful Sidney Rigdo n is therefore en li sted as a
conduit of Masonic lore during Joseph 's e<trl y years, si nce he
" had Masoni c connections of his own, becoming a Mason later in
life" (p. 195). And what precisely are Ri gdo n's "Masoni c
connect ions?" While it is quite true that Rigdon became a Mason,
he became such in the I 840s, a bit late to have passed any esoteric
lore on to Joseph in the 1830s. 89 Professor Brooke a lso notes that
a Jo hn Ri gdon and a Thomas Rigdon were Masons in 1829, but
fail s to demonst rate that these Rigdo ns had any relationship,
beyond name, to Sidney. And Brooke indul ges in another a nt e
hoc fallacy by claimin g that the Mormon templ e ceremony could
have been influ enced at its origin by "the European Lodges of
Adoption" (p . 250), despite the fa ct that "the Rite of Adoption
... has never been introduced into America."90 (A fai led attempt
was first made in 1855.)
Brooke seems to recogni ze both the paradox that the alleged
Gadianton-M asons would be an indicati on that Joseph was antiMasonic, and therefore would not have borrowed ideas from the
89 Thomas J. Gregory. "Sidney Rigdon : Post N~uvoo." BYU St udies. 21
(Winter 198 1): 59.
90 Albert Mac key, An Encyclopedia of Freemasonry (Chicago: Masonic
Hi SlOry Co .. 1921). 1:29. Brooke cites Mackey as the source for his information
on the Lodge of Adoptio.n (388 n. 45). but. for some reason, fails to inform his
readers that this lodge. which supposedly innuenced the LDS temple endowment.
d id not ex.ist in the United States in J o~cph's liay . EIsf';whf';rt'. Rrooke holds that
Mormon ritual relationships are with "American Freemasonry" (p. 236).
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Masons, as we ll as the ante hoc prob lem of Jose ph being
influenced by Masonic ideas before he became a Mason. He
attempts to solve the anti· Masonic problem by Claiming-without
a shred of evidence, since the Prophet never made any statemen ts
about Masonry in his early years-that "Josep h Smi th bore
co ntradictory feelings about Freemasonry: he condemned the
spuri ous tradition, while embracing the pure tradition" (p. 169).
In other words, any positive link s Brooke imagines between
Masons and earl y Mormonism arise because Joseph was copy ing
the "pure tradition," wh il e hi s alleged anti-Masonry represents
Joseph's rejection of the "spuri ous tradition." Such a theory has
the great advantage of being utterly un fals ifiable--everything can
be influenced by Masonry. any piece of ev idence can be
accommodated.
Repeating an old anti-Mormon assertion, Brooke claims to
fi nd the source for the story of the discovery of the go lden plates
in the tale of Enoch's pillars in Royal Arch Masonry (pp. 15759). But, in fact, the differences between the two stories are far
greater than the alleged similarit ies: Enoch is not mentioned in the
comi ng forth of the Book of Mormon. The main Enoc hian tex.t is
inscribed on a stone pillar. not on golden plates. The go ld plate in
the Enoch story was a single insc riptional plate, not a book; it was
triangular rather than rectangular; and it contained the ineffabl e
name of God, which plays no role in the Book of Mormon
storyYl When Brooke suggests that Joseph discovered the golden
plates "i n a stone vau lt" (p. 159), or in an "arched vau lt" (p.
165), these are in fact Brooke's ow n words, used to create a
parallel with the Masonic tale that doesn't really exist. Joseph's
golden plates were in a small stone box., while Enoch built a huge
underground temple complex with "nine arches" and a huge
"doo r of stone."n And whereas the Boo k of Mormon is
composed of hi story and sermons, Enoch's pillar contains "the
principles of the liberal arts, particularly of masonry ."93
Brooke conclud es that "Joseph Smith claim{ed] to find
go lden plates and Masonic artifacts in a stone vault atop the Hill
91 Thomas Smith Webb, The Freemason's Monitor: or If/uslrations of
Masonry. 2nd cd. (New York: Southwick and Crooker. 1802),246.254-55.
92 Webb. Freemason's MonilOr, 246, 247.
93 Ibid .. 247.
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Cumorah" (p. 159). But Joseph most emphaticall y did nOl l It is

Brooke who claims that the golden plates, the sword of Laban, the
Urim and Thummim, and the breastplate are Masonic artifacts-

Brooke himself puts these words in Joseph 's mouth in order to
make them seem si milar to the Mason ic sources he cites. Joseph
never made any such connection .
Following standard environmentalist ex planat ions of the
origins of the LOS te mple endow ment , Brooke maintains that
"I here is overwhelming evidence of the con linuil y between
Masonic and Mormon [endowme nt] symboli sm" (p. 249). In
fact , however, we find that the si milarities are limited to only a few
motifs, which can be understood in several differe nt ways. And
even these few symbol s which seem sim ilar usually have a quite
different meanin g in the endowment from their counterparts in
Masonry, and in ritu al the meaning of the symbol is all important.
The same actions, gestures, etc., if understood as having a different
interpretation, are not rea lly the same ritual at all, because the
meaning of the symboli sm is different. Differi ng markedly from
Freemasonry the Mormon ce remon ies have intense Christian
relationships and very rich parallels throughout the gospel and the
Bible. Given this fact, it is not surpri sing that those foll owers of
Joseph Smith who were intimately informed about both rituals
were not disturbed by superficial similarities .
Neither Brooke 's nor any other environmentalist e)(planation
has ever attem pted to account for the vast number of striking
diffe rences between Mormon ideas and sy mboli sm and those of
the Masons. For e)(ample, Webb 's Freemason's Monitor-a
source Brooke claims influenced Joseph (pp . 157.365 n. 26) and
which contain s th e En oc h legend alluded to above-mentions
many ideas and symbo ls that have absolutely no parallel in
Mormonism. Where in Mormonism will we find the sym bol ic
significance of the Royal Arch (pp. 20 1_2);94 Tu scan, Doric,
Ionic, and Corinthian architectural styles (pp. 57- 59); the five
senses (pp. 60-65); the Seven Liberal Arts and Sciences (pp. 6769); a sword pointing to a naked heart (p. 79); the anchor (p. 79);
the fort y-seventh problem of Euclid (pp. 79- 80); the hour-glass

94 All of the follow in g ci tation s in thi$ p<lragraph are to Webb.

Freemason·s Monitor.
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(p. 80); scythe (pp. 80-81); chisel and mallet (p. 85); lodge,
Grand Master, and Deputy Grand Master (p, 92); the Ju nior
Warden (p. 107); Orders of Kni ghthood (p. 165); Knights of the
Red Cross (p. 166); Knights Templar and Kni gh ts of Malta (pp .
179-95); the Kni ght s of Calatrava (p. 196); and the Knights of
the Annunciation of the Virgin Mary (p . 196)7 If Joseph really
borrowed his ideas from Masonry, why are the si milarities limited
to only a few items. many of which have known parallels to more
ancient mysteries?9S
Brooke sees significance in the fact that "the first Masonic
degree, the En tered Apprentice, included a recitation of the first
three verses of the Creation Story in Genesis" (p. 249), which he
sees as a "very spec ific parallel ltoJ the ritual drama of Creation
and the Fall from the Garden of Eden" (p. 249) in the LDS
temple ceremony. Yet the sign ificance of th is brief citation from
Genesis diminishes dramatically when we note that ten pages from
Webb's Freemason's Monitor include lengthy quotes from
Exodus (pp. 147, 150, 153),2 Chronicl es (p. 145), Psalms (pp.
13 1-32, 147-48), 2 Thessalonian s (p. 140). Haggai (p. 151),
Zec hariah (p. 152) John (p. 15 3), Deuteronomy (p . 153),
Numbe rs (p. 154), Hebrews (p. 154). and Amos (p . 154) in
relation to Masonic ceremonies. Considerin g the frequent use of
quotations from the Bible in connection with early Masonic
95 In gencral, see Truman G. Madsen. ed., The Temple in Antiquity: Ancient
Records and Modem Perspectil'es (Provo: Religious Studies Center, Brigham
Young Univcrsity. 1984); Hugh W. Niblcy. The Message of the Joseph Smith
Papyri: An Egyptian Endowment «Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1975); idem.,
Temple and Cosmos: Beyolld This Ignorant Present (Salt Lake City: Deseret
Book and F.A.R.M.S .. 1992); Donald W. Parry. ed., Temples of the Allciellt
World: Ritual and Symbolism (Salt Lake City: Desere! Book and F.A.R.M.S.,
1994). Compare such items (chosen from among many) as Todd M. Compton.
''The Handclasp and Embrace as Tokens of Recognition." in By Study and Also
by Faith, I :61 1--42; idem .. "The Whole Token: Mystery Symbolism in
Classicat Recognition Drama," Epochi 13 (1985): 1-8 1; William J. Hamblin.
"Aspects of an Early Christian Initiation Ritual." in By Study and Also by Faith.
1:202-21; Edward F. Campbell, Jr., Ruth. Anchor Bible (Ncw York: Doubleday,
1965). 74; Gordon Paul Hugenberger. Marriage as a Covenalll; A Swdy of
Biblical Law and Ethics Governing Marriage, Developed from the Perspective of
Malachi (Leiden: E. J. Brill. 1994), 211 - 13, 266. For a brief. wonderfully
illustrated overview of the subject. see John M. Lundquist, The Temple: Meeting
Place of Ht'aven and Earth (London: Thames and Hudson. 1993).
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ceremonies, why should we presume thaI Joseph was decisively
influenced in the development of the LDS temple c reation drama
by three verses from Genes is in a Masonic manual, verses which
he had already read many rimes in the Bible? The Masonic rites as
a whole have absolutely nOlhing to do with the preexistence. the
creation, or the Garden of Eden.
Brooke also maintains Ihal Joseph was somehow influenced by
George Olive r's Th e Antiquities of Freemason ry (pp . 165- 66).96
Yet even a brief skimmin g of Oliver suggests quite strongly that
Joseph had ne ve r read this book . For e x.ample. Oliver qu otes or
cites Herodotu s (p. 46), Berosus (p. 46), Ammianus Marce llinu s
(p. 47 ), Rabbi Gedaliah ben Joseph (p. 47), lamblichu s (p. 92),
Palladiu s (p. 115), and Au gustin e (p. 111), am ong many othe r
ancie nt sources. Whe re, the n, are the influe nces, or even the
mention s, of these sources in early Mormon writin gs? Brooke also
maintain s that Joseph fabri cated the Book of Abraham (Brooke.
211 ); if so, and if he had access to Oli ver's Antiquities of
Freemason ry, wh y do we find no reference to the Egyptian places,
peopl e, or gods cited by Oli ve r, such as Thoth (p. 46), Orus
{Horus) (p. 91), Hermes (p. 92), Amenophi s (p. 11 4). Tani s (p.
11 5), Thusimnrcs (p. 102), Junius (p. 102). and even Tris mcgistus
himself (p. li S)?

What , then, is the Signifi cance of the alleged similaritie s
between Masonry and LDS doctrine and the templ e endowment ?
In reality, the fa ct that earl y Latte r-day Saint s mi ght ha ve
borrowed and transformed a few sy mbol s from the Masons, even
were it conceded, would no more ex plain Mormon ori gin s or the
temple endowment than the fact that earl y Christians borrowed the
crux aflsata from the pagan Egyptian ankh explains the origins of
earl y Chri stianity . Symbols, like words, are readily tran sfe rred
between cultures or religion s. Whe n thi s occurs, we usuall y find
that , although the sy mbols or words may be recognizably similar,
their meaning in two cultures can be vastl y different: Contrast thc
sy mbolic meaning of the swastika in the late twentieth century

96 Geo rge O liver. The Antiquities of Freemasonr),. ( Philadelp hia: Leon
Hyneman. 1854): pare nt hetical refe rences in this paragraph arc to Oli ver. We arc
citing from a later American edi tio n rat her than the earlier English editio n which
Brooke cites.
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with its original Indo-European mean ing as an auspicious symbol
of the Sun-god. which it retains still today in Hinduism.9 7
An adequ ate exp lanati on of the relationship between
Mormonism and Masonry must ex plain not onl y the alleged
parallels. but also the ve ry significant differe nces between the two
traditi ons. Furthermore, it mu st also ex plain the even more
spectacu lar parall els betwee n the LDS temple endowme nt and
Mormon esoteric doctrines on one hand and the religious ideas of
Judeo-C hri stian antiquity on the other. Brooke's claim that it is
"in Reformation Europe and revoluti onary England. . [thatJ we
find the closesr analogues. indeed criti cal antecedents" (p. 5,
emphas is added) to LDS esoteric doctri nes is demonstrably false.
On the cont rary, there is a large body of work which indicates that
the closest analogues are 10 the rituals and esoteric doctrines of
early Christianity and Judaism in the eastern Mediterranean in the
first two or three centuries before and after Christ. 98
The methodological key to solve th is problem is compari son
between ideas which are unique to Mormonism and antiquity, but
which are not fou nd in the hermetic, alchem ical . or Masonic
traditions , or in other nineteenth-century sources. With thi s in
mind, all of Brooke's vague links between Masonic Enoc h
legends and Jose ph Smith pale in th e face of Nihley's
identification of the proper name "Mahujah " in the Aramaic
Enoch materials from the Dead Sea Scrolls. paralleling Moses
6:40 and 7:2.9 9 There is a vasl and grow ing body of ev idence
show ing increasingly co mpl ex analogues betwee n Josep h's

97 Margaret and James Stutley, Harper 's Dictiunllry of Hinduism (San
Francisco: Harper & Row. 1977),295.
98 See. for instance, besides the items mentioned in footnote 95, Keith E.
Norman. "'Deification: The Conlcnt of Athanasian Soteriology" (Ph.D. diss.,
Dukc University, 1980): idem., '"Divi nization: The Forgotten Teaching of Early
Christianity," Sunstone I (Winter 1975): 14--19. Numerous other parallels are
covercd in cursory fash ion. with considerable bibliography. in Daniel C.
Peterson and Stephen D. Ricks, Ol/enders for a Word: How Anri·Mormons Play
Word Games to AI/ad the Laller.day Snims (Salt Lake City: Aspen Books,
1992).
99 Hugh W. Nibley, Enoch the Prophet (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and
F.A. R.M .S., 1986), 276-8 1.
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anc ient scripture , the LOS temple e nd owment, and uniquely
ancient religious ideas and practice,lOO
Unless Brooke can demon strate that hi s body of analog ues is
superio r both in quality and quantity to those adduced to Joseph 's
claimed ancient sources, hi s thesis will remain unprove n. But
however the questio n of the relationship between Mormoni sm and
a ntiquity is resolved. the fact remains that whatever leg itimate
parallels Brooke may have discovered between Mormonism and
the hermeti c or alchem ical traditions can best be explained by the
fact that both traditions drew on the same biblical background .

Concl us io n
At one point. Brooke declares that " what Mormons would call
revelation ... others wou ld call a very powerful imaginati on" (p.
204). This mayor may not be true. However, given hi s definition,
it might certain ly be argued that Jo hn Brooke wrote The Refiner 's
Fire by " revelati on." The book is fatall y wounded by it s
methodological leaps, by fac tual errors far beyond those we have
bee n able to indicate here, by the forcing of ev idence, and by its
often remarkable mi sread in g of text s. Its publication does no
credit to Professor Brooke, to Cambridge Un iversity Press, or, for
that matter, to the scholars who endorse it on its jacket cover. If
the Mormon Hi story Assoc iati on still awards its prize for the worst
book of the year, we enthu siasticall y nominate The Refiner 's Fire
as the best candidate in quite some time.

100 Parry. Temp/es of the Ancient World.
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Orson Scott Card:
The Book of Mormon as History
and Science Fiction
Reviewed by Eugene England
In the fir st essay of A Storyteller in Zion, Orson Scott Card,
probably the most widely-read and influential Mormon writer if
you don' t count Joseph Smith, both argues for the hi storicity of
the Book of Mormon and also tell s why it makes a good basis for
hi s fi ction. He tell s us the Book of Mormon is "the most
important book in my life" (p. 13); one he has read many times
from early youth ; and one that influenced his writin g style, his
initial desire to be an archeologist, and his first effort s to write
Mormon drama ; and one that led to his writing of animations for
Li ving Scriptures, hi s commission by the Brethren a few years
back to rewrite the Hill Cumorah Pageant, and his current bestselling science fi ction series, Homecoming.
Card is perfectly clear about the religious purpose of his latest
sci-fi project: "These books are really just another dramatization
of the Book of Ma nnon, only transformed into a science fictional
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setting, where by fi ctionalizing it I have the freedom to ex pl ore
questions of character and society in a way thaI I couldn' , in a
more direct adaptation" (Slo ry teller. p . 14). I have now read the

three publi shed volumes twice and the two unpublished ones once,
and my judgment is that Card sur:ceeds very we ll in his project:
the books are good literature and good psychological and social
(thus religious) commentary- valuable to general readers and , in
my view, even more valuable fo r Mormon readers. But the project
raises an interesting question: If the historical truth of the Book of
Mormon is so important (and it clearl y is 10 Card , because that
fir st essay, "The Book of Mormon- Artifact or Artifice?" is an
exte nded argument for historicity based on Card 's expertise as a
sci-fi writer), why does he need to "fictionalize" it (rather than
merely writing comme ntary or personal essays) to be "free" to
explore the most important moral and reli gious questions?
Card has an answer in his "Open Letter." written in quite
apparent anger after some of his Mormon readers had written to
hi s publi sher and General Authoriti es. accusing hi m of
"plagiarizing" the Book of Mormon and treating it irreverently.
In that leiter he wittily explain s why "you can' t plag iarize
history." He also plausibly argues that fictionalizing the Book of
Mormon still gives "a taste of it" which "has the power to do
good in the world," claiming that ske ptical non-Mormons remain
"outside" the story of the Book of Mormon itself and thus are
immune to the "transformati ve power" of sacred writing not their
own-since they know what it is. In other word s, a science fi ction
version of the Book of Mormon makes it a better missionary tool?
No, it makes it a better influence for good on our civili zation
becau se readers won't resist its moral and spiritual power because
of reli gious prejudice.
Card even goes on to argue that he chose the form of
Homecom ing because "specu lative fict ion" (sci-fi and fantasy) is
"the one literary tradi tion avail able today to writers who would
like to deal seri ously with great moral, religious, and cosmological
and eschatological iss ues with out confin ing the mse lves to
members of a particular reli gious group" ("Open Letter," p. 10) .
Say what? Surel y Card knows that our greatest writers, from
Shakespeare to Isaac Bashevis Singer and Flannery O'Connor,
have dealt with such issues through both reali sm and fa masy-
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sometimes even by de scribing a " particul ar religious group"
(such as Southern Baptists and Hasidic Jews) but never there by
confining their readership to that group.
Card 's able defense of science fi ction as a worthy genre for
great subjects and issues goes too far when he claims it is not only
as good as but superior to other forms for moral and religious
exploration. But what matters is that for him "speculati ve fi ction"
appare ntl y is th e best fo rm fo r such ex plorati on- and
Homecoming (and his Enders and Al vin Maker series) are where
he does indeed, in my view, "deal with reli gious, theological, and
moral issues with greater clarity" (p. II ) than in his reali stic
novels, Saints and Last Boys .
Card demonstrates convincingly that his expertise as a sci-fi
writer e nables him to defe nd the historic ity of the Book of
Mormon with unique authority. It takes a good hoaxer to know
one, and that's exactly the full-lime business he and his colleagues
are engaged in: creatin g believable but totally fi ctional cultureshoaxes. His basic premise is that "every storyteller, no matter how
careful he is, will inadvertently confess hi s own character and the
society he li ves in," th at no matter how well-educated or clever,
"if he tries to write something that is not of his own culture he will
give himself away with every unconscious choice he makes. Yet
he' ll never know he' s doing it because it won ' t occur to him that
it could be any other way" (Storyteller p. 20). He gives examples
of how the best recent sci-fi writers, as well as the fiction writers of
the 30s and 40s and TV s itcom writers of the 50s and 60s,
constantl y gave themselves away-and then gives a series of
examples of how Joseph Smith . if fakin g it. would have given
away cultural clues from the I 820s, but didn 't.
Card includes both so me things Joseph unexpectedly left out
(such as connectin g Nati ve Americans to the ten lost tribes, a
central specul ation of the 1820s) and thin gs he inexplicabl y
included (e lected judges but no real democracy like the American
one). And he argues that hoaxers can ' t res ist at least calling
attention to their clever creations of cultural strangeness (flauntin g
"one's fasc inating ideas"), but Joseph never does.
My problem with alllhis is that if Card is clever enough to see
all this cleverness, why isn' t it just possible that Joseph was clever
enough 10 fak e iI- not onl y to in vent cultural difference but to
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disguise the process . Card seems to think Joseph simply could nOI
be as cl ever as sci-fi writers: "We ... have generations of
experience to guide us, and we still can't get it right. The author
of the Book of Mormon, if it's a hoax, managed to get it ri g ht~
even in cases where getting it right looks wrong to most people,
who haven ' t thou ght it through .... he did some thing so
sophisticated that even those who do this sort of thing for a living
still don 't usually get it right" (p. 36). Precisely! But, if S0, that
makes Joseph a genius, not a translator of an ancient document.
Card is aware of this dilemma, one which all of us who defend
the historicity of the Book of Monnon must face: "Now, does Ihi s
mean that I' ve proved the Book of Mormon true? Obviously not.
You can always still suppose that pe rhaps Joseph Smith or
whoever wrote the Book of Mormon was the greatest and luckiest
creator of phony documents from made-up alien culture ever in
history . The Book of Mormon only matte rs because it 's a lifec hanging book .... the important truth of the Book of Mormon is
only understood with the Spirit through faith. If you don 't believe
in the book, it' s not goi ng to chan ge your life. And I mean
believe in it in a way far different from believing it' s a genuine
artifact" (p. 44). This, of course, is what our greatest Book of
Mormon scholar, Hugh Nibley, has constantly reaffirmed-that
the historicity of the Book of Mormon (which it has been hi s great
life work to substantiate) means very little in comparison to it s
moral and religi ous messages (which he has tried constamly to
explicate and highlight, with far too little appreciation).
Actuall y, the case for hi storicity is perhaps stronger and more
important than Card recognizes in his statement above. Hi s most
persuasive examples are those where the text is not only "clever"
iu giving unusual cultural details and then not calling attention to
them, but also where it gives unexpected cu ltural details that have
in fact been verified since 1830 by new know ledge co ncern ing
Mesoamerica that was unavailable anywhere in Joseph's timesuch as "tribal organ izations" that persist over centuries (pp. 303 1), instant c reation of cities rather than forts or tow ns (pp. 3334), swooning to show great emoti on, and kings with sons as subkings (p. 39). And though the religious and moral co ntent of the
Book of Mormon is indeed what matters most-is the on ly part
that is "life-changin g"- sti ll , I 3m conv inced, through my own
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professional expertise as a teacher of both fiction and "true"
personal essays, that it matters very much to readers whether they
believe that what they are reading is conveying moral and spiritual
truth through made-up stories about things that could happen or
on the other hand bearing witness fairly accurately of what
actually happened to people like themselves.
In other words, for most of us (and this may be a weakness
rather than a strength), "actual" truth has greater authority,
greater power to impel us to change our lives, than fictive truth.
The moral and spiritual truths of the Book of Mormon seem
to have more power for most of us when we believe that they are
given divine authority as part of an actual history, written on real
records and delivered by a real angel-and especially if we are
convinced they were taught by a real Jesus Christ whose divinity
and resurrection is dramatically and uniquely verified by his
supernatural appearance on this continent after his death in
Jerusalem. Again, I'm not sure this is a good thing (it seems we
ought to be able to believe moral and spiritual truths for their
intrinsic value, proven in our experience and verified by the Holy
Ghost, rather than through external authority), but it seems
nevertheless a fact-a fact God seems to recognize by giving us
some but not conclusive evidence that the Book of Mormon is
historical. Perhaps he doesn't give us complete and certain
evidence-which surely he could easily do if he wished-because
in fact it is better if we can believe through experience and faith
rather than authority.
Since I've ventured so far into this matter of the historicity of
the Book of Mormon, let me, with the help of Card's writings,
unburden my soul. I believe the Book of Mormon is a translation
of tangible ancient documents which in tum are an account of real
people, that they were delivered to Joseph Smith by an angel, and
that he "translated" them to produce a book of particular moral
and spiritual value for all of God's children in the last days. I
cannot otherwise account for the significant and growing (though
certainly ~ot unassailable) evidence of the kind Card uses in his
essay-and that Hugh Nibley and John Sorenson and F.A.R.M.S.,
etc., continue to provide-that Joseph "got it right" about a host
of unusual cultural and geographical and language details.
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However, I do not believe that e ither the ancient documents or
the tran slation are literall y " true" or " perfect. " The corollary to
Card's point about all hoax:ers inevitabl y revealing their ow n
cultural assumptions in all they write is that, as he recognizes, all
hi storians and translators reveal them se lves too, no matter how
inspired: "Joseph Smith didn't write the Book of Mormon,
though he did translate it, so that his voice is present when we read
it, includin g the fl aws in his language and understanding. Those
who wrote the original were also fallibl e human beings who will
reveal their culture and their assumptions" (p. 45). God himself
reminds us of this in Doctrine and Covenants 1:24: "Th ese
commandments are of me, and were given 10 my servants in Iheir
weakness, after the manner of thei r language" ("language" of
course inc ludes their cu llure and world view). I cannot otherwise
account for the evide nce , from the error-ridde n original
manuscript to the apparent racism and sexism and eliti sm of some
Book of Mormon writers to the 1820s word choices, perspectives,
and religious anxieties that seem to influence Joseph 's translation.
In other words. it seems to me Ihat ne ither the positio n of
David Whitmer (thai Joseph shouldn ' t edit his previous reve lations
because they were given from God word by word) nor the
position of some modern Mormons and non-Mormons (that the
Book of Mormon is of immense, even "scriptura l," literary and
moral and spiritual worth but is entirely a fi ction) accounts for all
the evidence-or could be call ed an "orthodox" Mormon
position . But between those two posilions there seems to me a
great deal of room for ex pl orat ion and difference of opi nionand for a great variety of orthodoxy, fro m those who be lieve that
only Joseph Smith's limitati ons in punc tuati on and grammar
affected the translation to those who believe a great deal of
Joseph 's own genius and preoccupations and world view are there,
in part through God's direct ion in order to make the Book of
Mormon more re levant to a modern audi ence and its particular
religious needs than the literal ancient records were.
Card seems to me quite far to Ihe " left" on this "'pectrum ,
though still perfectly orthodox. He recog nizes that Joseph , like
any translator, influences the tex t "in matters of word choice,
consc iously or unconsciously linking Book of Mormon events to
experiences that he and hi s American readers could understand ,
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choosing the clearest language he had available to him, fiuing
ideas he found in the book into ex isting American concepts as
best he could" (p. 16). He believes (and shows in a convincing
way wh en he creates "Nafai " as the first record-keeper in
Memory of Earth) that Nephi 's record was "written in the context
of many wars against his brothers' people, and therefore would
incl ude a great deal of justification of his own people's ri ghtness
versus their enemies' wrongness. It would not be an impartial
history by any means, or even an impartial autobiography" (p.
16). Similarly, Mormon, the dominant author, was "a general
since his youth, leader of armies, a man of war, and a man of God.
We should ex pect to see refl ections of that in the text. He is
watching his people collapse and decay, and no doubt wondering
about the mechanisms that cause nations to collapse and decay .
. . . We' ll fmd his priorities and interests reflected in his selections
of things to include" (p. 17).
Card even specul ate s (as part of hi s effort to defe nd the
historic ity of the Book of Mormon in the face of the complete
lack of hi storical ev idence to support the claim of King Zarahemla
that his people, the Mulekites, were descendants of the youngest
son of Zedekiah, King of Judah- and some lingui stic and other
evidence against it) that Zarahemla made up this story as part of
hi s effort to establi sh credentials in his negotiations with Mosiah
over who should rule. He po ints out that such a fi ction by
Zarahemla "does not impl y that the Book of Mormon is
somehow false. No one in the Book of Mormon ever claims that
the story of Mul ek came to anybody by inspiration .... That
Mormon and other writers believed the story does not prove it true
or false; it simpl y proves that it was part of the Nephite culture"
(p. 33). Another part of Nephite culture that Card clearly believes
is simply that--cultural, not di vine inspirati on- is the virtual
absence fro m the record of women, which he again sees as, if
anythin g, confi rming rather than deny ing the historicity of the
Book of Mormon, which is "quite startling in its omission of
women from the events of Nephite history. This is quite foreign to
attitudes in Joseph Smith 's c ulture" (p. 26). Sex ism and other
forms of discrimination are a central focus of Card's retellin g of
the story in Homecomin g-which becomes one long plea for
tolerance of di ve rsity as the ce ntral gos pel principle, the chief
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characteristic of the Christ-like divinity, the Keeper of Earth, who
in the last book is anticipated as one who will come in person to
the earth when his people succeed in becoming more like him in
unconditional love.
Before I turn to the details of that very valuable fict ional
retelling, let me make one last. connected point about hi storicity.
It seems to me that if, in our concern about the historicity of the
Book of Mormon, we lose OUf tolerance for diversity, become less
rather than more C hrist-like in our actions, attitudes, and even our
scholarly discourse, then something has gone badly wrong. What
does it profit to find the Book of Mormon di vinely inspired-but
not capable of inspiring us to more gentle and lovi ng li ves? Let
me be blunt: Some recent attempts to defend the historicity of the
Book of Mormon have engaged in name-ca lling, ad hominem
attacks, intellectual and religious snobbery (yes, on both sides),
and even false stereotyping of all scholars who try to exam ine the
co nnections of th e Book of Mormon to ninetee nth -century
culture as having exactly the same beliefs and agenda-and worst
of all, defaming them all as "apostates" and "enemies of the
C hurc h. "
I am not saying that all those who have questioned all o r some

of the hi storicity of the Book of Mormon are without their own
agendas (even hidden ones) and vices. I am say ing that there is
room for a wide range of reasonable opinion about the nature of
the Book of Mormon (about the relative amounts and importance
of its historical and moral and sp iritual truth s) and about the
manner of its translation (which after all took place in a hi ghl y
unusual way, apparently without Joseph even Looking at the plates)
and that especially those who believe it has the extra authority of
literal hi sto ri cal truth ought to demonstrate th at faith by
extraordi nary allegiance to its teachings about tolerance and
generosity. We should deal rigorously (and, yes, sympathetically)
with all th e arguments and ev id e nce-pe riod . Why
"sympathetically"? Because the purpose of all of us ought to be
unders tanding of the Book of Mormon and allegiance to its
teachings-not mere proof-and even those who question the
literal historicity of the Book of Mormon, but value its mOTal and
re ligious teachings, can add to ou r understanding and allegiance.
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But back to Homecoming, Card's five-volume sci-fi version of
First and Second Nephi and Mosiah. Earth's advanced civilization
has been destroyed by nuclear war, and its survivors leave to
colonize other planets. Those who go to "Harmony," a hundred
light years away, establish a sophisticated computer at their
landing site to protect their starships until some future need and,
with a satellite network, to oversee the planet--especially
controlling the human descendants, who have been genetically
altered to be receptive to its influences, so they do not again
develop weapons of mass destruction. Now, forty million years
later, much longer than the original settlers thought it would take
10 produce naturally peaceful people, the computer, the
"Oversoul," is breaking down and losing control. Some strongminded humans are resisting its influence and developing new
weapons and starting wars, so the Oversoul calls other strongminded but also responsive humans 10 take it back to Earth, where
it can be repaired and return able to prevent another nuclear
holocaust.
The first person who is called is, of course, Lehi (Wetchik), a
desert-traveling merchant (much influence from Nibley here) who
lives near Jerusalem (Basilica) with his sons, Laman (Elemak),
Lemuel (Mebbekew), Nephi (Nafai), and Sam (Issib). He receives,
from the Oversoul, a vision of the destruction of Jerusalem as a
result of getting involved in the conflict between Babylon and
Egypt (Goraynivat and Potokgavan) and a call to warn the citywhich he does, with the natural result that he must flee for his life
into the desert. Volume I, The Memory of Earth, takes this story
through I Nephi 6, with the killing of Laban (Gaballufix) and the
obtaining of the brass plates (the Index. a computerized ball
shaped like the Liahona which gives direct access to the Oversoul,
including its knowledge of the history and genealogy of
Harmony, and gives directions to Wetchik for their journey
through the desert).
Volume 2, The Call of Earth. covers only I Nephi 7, focusing
on the character of Sariah (Rasa) and the women who become
wives for Lehi's sons and Laban's servant Zoram (Zdorab).
Volume 3, The Ships of Earth, I Nephi 8-17, takes the group on a
journey of some years southeast through the desert, including
Lehi's "Tree of Life" vision and emphasizing marriage and
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children and the struggle between Nephi and Laman-then a
Liahona-led move to Bountiful (Dostatok). Volume 4, Earth/all, I
Nephi 18-2 Nephi 5, tells of the building of one viable 's pace-ship
from parts of those left by the original colonists and the voyage
(interrupted by a "storm," another violen t clash between the
brothers) to America (Eanh). where they find no humans but two
races of intelligent life akin to huge bats (called "angels") and
huge rats (called "diggers"). Lehi dies and the two groups
separate into Nephites (Nafari), allied with the angels. and
Lamanites (Elemari), allied with some of the diggers, while Nephi
and Jacob (Oykib) begin to keep two records.
The last volume, Th e People of Earth, Words of Mormon and
Mosiah, skips forward 500 years to tell the story of Alma (Akma)
the son of the high priest Alma (Akmaro) and his friends, the sons
of King Mosiah (Motiak), who rebel against the re ligion of
equality between humans, angels, and diggers, taught by thei r
fathers. Finally, they are confronted by a messenger from Christ
(the Keeper of Earth), who unlike the Oversoul is not a computer
and speaks mu ch more subtly , in dreams. The Keeper seems to
have greater respect for agency than the Oversoul and has in spired
its humble followers (the Kept) with assurance that, if they are
faithful , it will someday visit them in person.
Card's purpose, I believe, is the same as that of the Book of
Mormon, to convince "Jew and Gentile that Jesus is the Christ, the
Eternal God, manifesting himself unto all nations," but to do so
indirectl y, through an entertain ing story that is not resisted
because of prejudice about Mormonism or Christ but instead is
ab le to mo ve all readers with the "trans format ive power" of
Mormon Christian ethics and doctrine. The ethics he focuses on is
uncond iti onal love and honesty- versions of what Lowe ll Bennion
has called th e two basic reli gious vi rtues, mercy and integrity.
Card makes hi s whole series a continuin g investigation of
e normous relevance to contemporary Mormon as well as more
general human struggles with sex ism, racism, even homophobia
and anti-handicapped prejudice, and at the same time he
constantl y exp lores crucial doctrinal questions concerning the
nature of agency. reve lation , spiritual experience, and priestly
authority.
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Let me just review some highlights to look for as you read
these entertaining and valuable books. Card confronts directly the
cultural gender bias of the Book of Mormon by not only making
Rasa (Sariah) as interesting and powerful a spiritual leader as
Welchik (Lehi) but by creating a host of other women of
enormous (and very believable) vitality, intelligence, human
fallibility, religious force and insight, and importance to the story.
He creates a culture where the male sexism of the Hebraic culture
is present but confronted with opposed, female-centered cultural
traditions in a way that reveals the weaknesses of both extremes
and provides Card a way, in the exploration of the courtship and
marriage of Wetchik (Lehi) and his sons, to reveal the problems of
gender bias and suggest solutions.
Basilica (Jerusalem) is actually ruled by women, whose
authority derives from their ability to be inspired by the Oversoul
(whom they call "she") and use her power to heal and prophesy.
Rasa (Sariah) is the most prestigious teacher among the women,
and her two students, Luet and Hushidh. daughters of a wild
prophetess from the desert. are powerful seers who become the
wives of Nafai and Issib (Sam). Wetchik (Lehi) is part of the male
religious cult. which is focused on sacrifice, even of the men's
own pain and blood, to appease the Oversoul (whom they call
"he").
Using some information he has learned about baboon
societies and the survival requirements of nomadic societies. Card
sets up some very challenging discussions and interactions among
his characters that suggest that male superiority is an artifact of
less civilized cultures and destructive of honesty. tenderness. and
spiritual cooperation in marriage; that female withdrawal into its
own sexism is a natural (and ultimately unsatisfactory) reaction to
male sexism; that the gender we impose on God tells us more
about ourselves than about God; and that male dominance in
religion is always a tempting reversion but one that neglects the
spiritual gifts of women and undermines the health of the whole
religion and its society.
Card sets up some wonderful scenes for these explorations:
Nafai suffering an anxiety attack as he considers marrying
someone more spiritually powerful than himself (2: 124-26);
Elemak (Laman) explaining to Rasa the facts of male dominance
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outside of civilization (3:43-44); Rasa confronting her husband
when he names two rivers after the first two boys rather than
children born on the journey (3:285- 87) and him insisting on hi s
right-but soon after, in a conciliatory move, naming a river after
her, though the tension between men and women continues
(3:294-95).
Perhaps the most painful, instructive, and moving scene
concerning gender is one where Nafai, spurred by true dreams
given to his wife and daughter, consults the Index and determines
on a way to find the carefully hidden site of the ancient
starships-but almost sets off without sharing hi s insight and
intentions with hi s wife. She confronts him ; he reacts in angry
defensiveness ("Don't you ever tell me again that because I don't
act like a woman wants me to act, that makes me an animal"); and
she tells him the crucial truth: "Being civilized means
transcending your own animal nature. Not indulging it, not
glorying in it. That's how you remind me of a male baboonbecause you can't be civilized as long as you treat women like
something to be bullied. You can only be civilized when you treat
us like friends" (3:324).
The two slowly, painfully, forgive each other, and that volume
ends with a transcendent vision of what Nafai has learned from his
wife, as he returns with the powerful electronic mantle of the
Starmaster (which enables him to shock and repel the murderous
Elemak and Mebbekew) and that night holds Luet: "S he was
willing to make love, if he wanted to. But all he wanted tonight was
to touch her, to hold her. To share the dancing light of the cloak
with her, so she could also remember all the things that he
remembered from the mind of the Oversou!. So she could see into
his heart as clearly as he saw into hers, and know his love for her
as surely as he knew her love for him.
"The li ght from the cloak grew and brightened. He kissed her
forehead, and when his lips came away. he could see that a faint
light also sparked on her. It will grow, he knew. It will grow until
there is no difference between us. Let there be no barrier between
us, Luet, my love. I never want to be alone again."
In his "Open Letter" Card tells how he "loved the Book of
Mormon from childhood on" and brought to the writing of
Homecoming "the same love for the book, the same respect for it ,
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the same reverence, and the same sense of passion and vitality that
I have drawn from the book since I first heard [its] stories at my
parents' feet. ... I felt it was important ... to make the story just
as real and rich for women readers as for men, and therefore I
caused the prophetic, spiritual role to be shared equally among
characters of both sexes" ("Open Letter," p. 12). I think he
succeeded in showing "reverence" and creating "passion and
vitality" in good part because of that decision to make the book
equally rich for both sexes. And he does indeed create a
marvelous range of fascinating (oops!) women, from the
nymphomaniac wife of Mebbekew (Lemuel) and the misguided
but courageous wife of Elemak (Laman) (she is the one whom
Card imagines pleading successfully for Nephi's life when his
brothers attack him early in the desert journey, I Nephi 7:19) to
the great leader Rasa and the spiritually gifted Luet and
Hushidh-and their descendants who inherit their powers much
later, the sisters of Akma and Man (Ammon).
One of the most interesting women is Shedemei, a formidably
intelligent scientist whom the Oversoul brings along to care for the
frozen seeds and plants for regenerating useful plant life on the
destroyed Earth. She proves herself and becomes the one, Nafai
learns, who would be chosen next if he fails his calling-and in
fact, when the Nafari escape to the Land of Nafai, she becomes the
second Starmaster, kept alive in the orbiting spaceship through
suspended animation, occasionally waking to help the Oversoul
nurture the gardens of Earth and shepherd its people until she
becomes the messenger who confronts Akma and the Sons of
Motiak in the name of the Keeper of Earth. But first (and
apparently as part of her trial) Shedemei is the wife chosen for
Zdorab (Zoram), which provides Card with another vector into
tolerance. because Zdorab, it turns out, is a homosexual.
Card is unpredictable (and certainly not "politically correct")
on this matter. He reprints in Storyteller his famous essay from
Suns lone, "The Hypocrites of Homosexuality," in which he
condemns the "homosexual community," including Mormon
homosexuals who "instead of repenting of homosexuality, wish it
to become an acceptable behavior in the society of the Saints" (p.
184); and he adds an addendum about the strong reaction of
some to that essay, including accusations of "homophobia" and
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attempts to censor him. My own sense is that the essay is neither
homophobic nor a candidate for censorship but th at, desp ite
Card's effort in it to distinguish between same-sex orientation and
sinful sexual acts outs ide of marriage, hi s strongly emotive
language, unfortunate stereotypes, and imprecise language (see
th e qu otation above, where "homosex ualit y," e lsew here a
condition. suddenly becomes a behavior to be "repented") tend
to encourage the current tendency, even among Mormons, to
confuse the condition and the behavior and to bash gays, verball y
and even physically.
However. in Homecoming. Card gives us a very sympathetic
homosexual person, one who is able to speak eloquenlly of his
condition as exactly that, a conditi on rather th an a choice. and
describe the violent (even murderou s) prejudice he and others like
him (including one of hi s lovers) had experienced back in
Basilica. He mov in gly report s the humiliation of havi ng to
c ultivate a persona as "the most unnoti ceab le, despicable.
spineless being" in order to survi ve in this mal e~do min anl desert
troop of near~bab oons-w hic h sometimes sound s much like our
own soc iely . Card also has Zdorab. chosen by the Oversoul to be
the mate of Ihe on ly remaining female. Shedemei, whose lack of
traditional beauty and shyness makes her think no one will want
her, gradually, over month s, learn to open to her and show his
strength and goodness and accept her-and they marry, at first
simply for mutual protection and friendship.
Later Zdorab di scovers in the Index ev id ence that
homosexuality is not genetic but "just the level of male hormones
in Ihe mother's blood stream at the time the hypothalamu s goes
through its active differentiation and growth" (3: 170), which is
pretty much in line wilh our present science and shows that Card,
contrary to many Mormons, believes homosexuality can 't simpl y
be "repented of' or removed with some kind of therapy. Zdorab
decides he wants to be part of the biologic chain , part of the tree
of life Wetchik has seen in vision ; then, in wonderful scenes of
difficult tenderness and pain and exp loration. he and Shedeme i
decide to bear children and succced-Zdorab even stating quite
persuasively that he has been caught in "t he great net of life"
because, despite being pointed away from il at birth he had
"chosen to be caught , who is to say that mine is not the better
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fatherhood, because I acted out of pure love, and not out of some
inborn instinct that captured me. Indeed, I acted against my
instinct. ... Anybody can pilot his boat to shore in a fair wind; 1
have come to shore by tacking in contrary winds, by rowing
against an ebbing tide" (3:252).
Card is not suggesting, and I certainly am not, that this is the
only or best "solution" for homosexuals-the tragedies in
Mormon culture of homosexuals who married, out of guilt or
ignorance or hope, and damaged not only their own lives but
those of many others are well known; what Card has done is give
us a deeply sympathetic homosexual person, whose story can help
us learn understanding and mercy through the imagination.
When Shakespeare wants to teach important lessons in
understanding and mercy, he does not simply provide easy cases.
He doesn't just give us a good person being treated unmercifully
and say, "See how wrong that is." He gives us a bad person, one
who doesn't deserve any mercy- like Claudius in Hamlet-and
then shows the terrible results when his protagonist, the one we
identify with, turns away from mercy (with us cheering him on)
toward revenge. Card does something similar in teaching
tolerance . He doesn ' t give us nice people of other races and
suggest it would be nice to be nice to them; he gives us monsters,
intelligent species that look like insects or hamsters---or in this
case bats and rats-and shows his human characters struggling to
know, love, and ultimately sacrifice for these alien others.
A dramatic shift occurred in the history of Mormon lettersand modern science fiction-when Card, in 1984, rewrote his
award-winning first story from seven years before into Ender's
Game. He took a combination coming-of-age and computerizedspacewar story with a great surprise ending and made it into a
profoundly serious novel about unconditional love for the
"other"; and by making his hero into a "speaker for the dead,"
a man whose guilt about xenocide, destroying a whole race of
aliens, moves him to give his life to telling their story and
eventually becomjng a savior, Card began to transform himself
into a speaker for the dead and different, an interpreter and
defender of little-known and often misunderstood livesincluding Mormon lives. Ender's Game and its sequel, Speaker jor
the Dead, swept the two top sci-fi awards, the Nebula and Hugo,
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two years running, and their seque l, Xenocide. as well as Card's
realistic novel about a contemporary Mormon family, Losl Boys,
both received the award for best novel from the Assoc iation of
Mormon Letters.
Card continues hi s S hakespearea n device for Icac hin g
tolerance in Homecoming. Even early in Volume 2, the people on
Harmony most sensitive to the Oversoll! begin having dreams th at
the Oversolll itself can't understand-because they come from the
Keeper of Earth. They are dreams of bat like and ratlike creatures,
of human size and intelligence, interacting in strange ways with
each ot her and the dreamers. When the voyage rs fin a ll y reach
Earth. they soon find thai such creatures literall y exist, having
evolved from bats and rats in the 40 milli on years since humans
left. The fourth vo lume is in good part the story of how Nafai and
hi s foll owers help and Jearn from and are he lped by the "skypeople" and "earth-people" and how Elemak and his followers
manipulate and use a nd fin all y unite with so me of the mo re
violent "diggers." The fifth volume tells how five hundred years
later the inhabitants of Darakemba (Zarahemla)-and those who
left with Zenifab (Zen iff) and were divided into the followers of
Ilihiak (Limhi) and Akma (A lma) until they are brought back by
the Oversoul to Darake mb--have almost all reverted to both
sex ism and racism.
As a crucial measure of their increasing apostasy unde r the
influence of the younger Akma, they become increas ingly unable
to live as a religious society of true equality. He even turns the
innocent envy his friend Mon (Ammon) has for the sky-peop le
(which allows Card to provide a nice touch for his Mormon
readers when Mon excl aims, "Gh, that 1 had the wi ngs of an
angel!") into prejudice again st earth-people. As the elder Akma,
who had been converted by Binadi, puts it to King Motiak during
their sons' rebellion, " I warned you fro m the start that it would be
very hard to take this people from a place whe re diggers were
hated and enslaved, where women were kept si le nt in pubic life,
and where the poor had no rights against the rich, 10 a place where
all were equal in the eyes of the Keeper and the law" (5:MSI86).
Card makes the parallel to our own time obvious by having one of
the younger Akma's followers call o ut to S hedemei, who has
returned to earth to set an example of equality in a school where
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women teach and the earth ~ people as well as humans and sky~
people attend, "Digger-lover!"
Card clearly indicates, in an earlier volume, what is at stake
religiously when he has Nafai request to have replayed for him his
father's dream of the "Tree of Life," which has come from the
Keeper of Earth but been recorded by the Oversou!. (Card does
so me interesting speculation about what it would be like to
experience another's emotions along with their vision; the
experience of tasting the fruit is so physically painful and
terrifying that Nafai nearly goes mad [3:175-76}.) Afterwards,
while contemplating the dream, Nafai is visited by Yobar, a
baboon he has befriended who asks for food-and is changed, in
a waking dream, the first Nafai has had from the Keeper of Earth,
into a winged creature and then into a huge rat, whom Nafai gives
some of the fruit of the tree and who gives it to his companions,
who lay down their weapons of stone at Nafai's feet. He wakes, in
deep yeaming, to find Yobar still near; he gives him the body of a
hare he had killed earlier, which Yobar can use to ingratiate
himself back into the baboon troop: "Buy what you can with this
hare's blood, my friend. I've seen the face of the Keeper of Earth,
and it was you" (3: 182). This fundamental Christian theme,
"Inasmuch as ye have done it unto the least of these," is
continued 500 years later when some thugs in Darakemba,
spurred on by Akma's rebellion, break the wings of two young
angels; Akma's sister, named after the ancient Luet and like her a
Seer, mourns, "The Keeper will never send her true child into the
world when we still do things like this" (5:MS 194).
Card is, as the scene of the dream of the tree of life shows,
profoundly interested in the religious as well as the moral
dimensions of personality. He dwells at length and usefully on
perhaps the two most difficult aspects of Nephi's character: his
combination of righteousness and self-righteousness in relation to
Laman and Lemuel and his combination of anguished contrition
and anxious certainty about the killing of Laban. (At one point
the Oversoul tells Nafai straight out, after one of his
confrontations with the brothers: "Every time I speak to you, they
hate you more. Every time your father's face is filled with delight
at your quick mind, at your goodness of heart, they hate you
more. And when they see that you desire to have the privileges of
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the eldest son .. ," Nafai interrupts, "I don't want to replace
Elemak .. . I want him to love me, I want him to be a true older
brother to me, and not this monster who wants me dead," and the
Oversoul comes back, "Yes you want him to love you ... and
you want him to respect you ... and you want to take his place .
... (You] will never be content unless your life is accomplishing
something that will change the world" [2: 122-231-)
Perhaps most moving are Card's ability 10 convey the
yearning of basically good people to repent and be belter, to hear
the voice of divinity and respond, and then his ability to give a
sense of what that delicious fruit tastes like. This is Shedemei, as
described in a conversation with the Keeper of Earth in a dream,
in which Shedemei has been called to be the messenger to
confront Akma the younger and the sons of Motiak: "Unli l you
made this visit to Earth (the Keeper tells herl, I wasn't sure if you
were truly part of me, because I didn't know if you loved the
people enough to share my work. You're not the same person
you were when I first called you here .... Your work has changed,
and now it's the same as my work. To teach the people of Earth
how to live, on and on, generation to generation; and how to make
that life joyful and free. You made your choice, and so now, like
[Akma the elderl, 1 can give you what you want, because I know
that you desire only the joy of these people, forever. ... I know
what you do; I know why you do it; I can name you more truly
than you can name yourself.
"For a mome nt, Shedemei could see herself reaChing up and
plucking a white fruit from a tree; she tasted it, and the flavor of it
filled her body with light and she could fly, she could sing all
songs at once and they were endless ly beautiful in side her. She
knew what the fruit was-it was the love of the Keeper for the
people of Earth. The white fruit was a taste of the Keeper's joy.
Yet also in the flavor of it was somet hing else, the tang, the sharp
pain of millions, the billions of people who could not understand
what the Keeper wanted for them, or who, understanding, hated it
and rejected her interference in their lives .... Thus eve n in
rejecting the Keeper's plan they became a part of it ; in refu sing to
taste the fruit of the tree, they became pan of its exquisite flavor .
. . . Their hubri s mattered, even though in the long flo w of
burning history it changed nothin g. It mattered because the
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Keeper loved them and remembered them and knew their names
and their stories and mourned for them: 0 my daughter, 0 my
son, you are also part of me, the Keeper cried out to them. You
are part of my endless yearning, and I will never forget you"And the emotions became too much for Shedemei. She had
dwelt in the Keeper's mind for as long as she could bear. She
awoke sobbing violently, overwhelmed, overcome. Awoke and
uttered a long mournful cry of unspeakable grief-grief for the
lost ones, grief for having had to leave the mind of the Keeper,
grief because the taste of the white fruit was gone from her
lips .... Here I am more alone than I ever was before because for
the first time in my life I had the experience of being not alone
and I never knew, I never knew how beautiful it was to be truly,
wholly known and loved" (5:MS242-43).
Akma the younger has another kind of spiritual awareness of
not being alone after he begins to recover from the shock nigh
unto death Shedemei gives him as the emissary of the Keeper and
he chooses life rather than continued spiritual death: "Underneath
[all] there was something else. A sense that someone was watching
everything that happened .... A constant judge, assessing the
moral value of what he was doing. How could he now remember
something that he hadn't noticed at the time? And yet he knew
without doubt that this watcher had been there at the time, and that
he loved this voice inside him" (5:MS256).
Card seems to me to be one who speaks with unique authority
of the spiritual and moral values of Mormon faith because he, like
Akma, has that voice inside him and lives as well as writes by it.
Yes, he can get carried away toward intolerance by his own hurts
and enthusiasms-as when he creates a parody of the malicious
academic intellectual in Bego, the teacher who leads Akma astray.
But in the current climate of divisiveness and intolerance and even
defamation in the Mormon intellectual community he remains a
model for all of us. For instance, he dedicates Storyteller "To
Scott Kenney, with love, respect, and gratitude." Kenney was the
founding editor of Suns tone magazine and the first editor of
Signature books, both of which Card has published with and about
which he and Kenney often "did not see eye to eye": "We knew
that even in disagreement, we were both trying in good faith to
contribute some truth and light, as best we could understand it, to
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the community of Saints. It was a time of sacrifi ce, and Scott more
th a n a nyone e lse I kn ow gave se lfle ss ly to the Mo rm on
community---even at times when some members of the Mo rmon
community weren't quite sure they wanted to accept the g ifts he
was offering" (Storyteller p. 2 13).
Card then thank s Elbert Peck, current editor of SUlU'tone, for
responding a few yenrs ago to Card 's critici sm of some things in
Suns tone. not with defensiveness but an invitation to write the
kinds of things Card would like to see there-so he did, for a
column, "A Changed Man," from whi ch some of the essays in
Storyteller are reprinted: " I remain of the opinion that Elbert
Peck is a genuinely fair-minded editor who truly cares about the
Mormon community and seeks to he lp the Mormon people to
grow. May his tribe increase" (p. 2 15).
Amen. And may the tribe of "Card" inc rease, peop le who
love the Book of Mormon and can both dcfend its hi stori city and
explore its fictional power with devotion to its central message of
Christ-like mercy and love- rather than fear-of diversity.

Delbert W. Curtis, Christ in North America. Tigare,
OR: Resource Communications, Inc., 1993. 275 pp.,
with index. $16.95.

The Final Battle for Cumorah
Reviewed by John Clark
In a period of less than 900 years the Hill Cumorah, or
Ramah, twice witnessed the self-slaughter of once-righteous
civilizations, and its slopes wept with the blood of hundreds of
thousands of mutilated victims. This hallowed hill continues to
receive victims today, but now the haughty combatants are those
Delbert W. Curtis styles "Book of Mormon geography scholars."
Curtis's Christ in North America is the most recent attempt to
secure this eminence. Reacting to John L. Sorenson's view of two
Cumorahs printed in the Ensign in 1984, Curtis addresses the
questions of (I) whether there are two Cumorahs or just one, and
(2) where the final Nephite and laredite battles really occurred. He
argues for a limited geography in the area of Lake Ontario and
Lake Erie and is convinced that there is on ly one Cumorah. "All
the landmarks in the area prove the Hill Cumorah in New York is
the Hill Cumorah of the Book of Mormon" (Jacket Summary).
According to Curtis, the erroneous idea of two Cumorahs
arose from the theoretical necessity of trying to pl~ce Book of
Mormon lands in Mesoamerica. "For Book of Mormon
geography scholars to admit that the hill in New York which we
call Cumorah is the hill which the Book of Mormon named
Ramah and Cumorah would leave them without foundation for
their theories" (p. 6). Curtis's book attempts to leave all other
proposed Book of Mormon geographies without foundation. His
is a clear challenge. It is as if, as of old. epistles have been
exchanged and champions enjoined to meet for a final struggle
for Cumorah. Curtis's view allows no alternatives. In this review I
consider Curtis's challenge to limited Mesoamerican geographies
and his promotion of a limited Great Lakes geography.
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Critical evaluation of Christ in North America presenls several
novel challenges that require explanation before 1 proceed. Parts
of Christ in North America display pseudoscholarship at its worst,
but these are covered in a se lf-protective cloak of personal
testimony. These testimonies complicate review of this book, as
any critique of the arguments proposed in Christ in North America
can be viewed, however unfairl y. as an assault upon Curtis's
honesty, sincerity. or spirituality . Curtis bears frequent and fervent
testimony concerning the divinity of the Book of Mormon
throughout hi s book; I do not doubt hi s testimony nor question
the sincerity of his witness. He also testifies that several landmarks
in the Great Lakes region are those mentioned in the Book of
Monnon and that these identifications were spiritually confirmed
to him. These claims are a different mauer. I do not doubt that
Curtis sincerely believes his claims, but his beliefs are not binding
on anyone else. It is poor practice to accept lay testimony as fact.
and I will not do so here . The entire history of the Church, and
my personal experience with numerous peoples' personal
witnesses concerning the location of the Nephite repository of
gold plates, suggests that we should treat such diverse and
contradictory testimonies with extreme caution. Here, I do not
consider the evidence of personal test imony as relevant to
scholarly argument.
Curtis proposes four major and many ancillary arguments to
make his case for a New York battleground. I consider each of his
principal arguments in the following sections. Each of the
following sections addresses fundamental claims of Curtis's thesis.
1 ignore minor claims and difficulties as they would merit
consideration only if the major propositions are found to be
logically consistent and convincing.

Unstringing the Bow
Joseph Smith once told a simple story of a hunter and his bow
to some Church members who questioned Joseph's undignified
roughhou sin g with the boys. I The gist of the story was that a
hunter would not keep his bow strung at all times because it would
I See Hyrum L. Andrus. Joseph Smith, the Man and the Seer (Sail Lake City:
Deseret Book, 1973). 16.
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lose its spring; in like manner, a prophet did not always act as such
because he would become ineffective if he did so. Not everything
a prophet says is to be taken as scripture. The question of what
early statements concerning the Book of Mormon are prophetic
utterances lies at the heart of the question of Book of Mormon
lands.
The first issue confronting anyone interested in constructing a
geography of Book of Mormon lands is to decide the textual
corpus that should be considered. Should one be limited to the
Book of Mormon, or should one also consider the statements of
General Authorities of the Church? As Curtis points out, this
depends on whether the statements of modem apostles represent
personal opinion or the word of the Lord.
This is another cause for confusion when Book of
Mormon geography scholars locate a site where they
would like the Nephites placed they then search the
secular history of the church {sic} looking for a statement
by a General Authority which places the Nephites where
they would like them placed. Those scholars disregard
what is written in the Standard Works that may present
different facts . It must be remembered that everything a
General Authority says is not inspired, if what is said or
written is not in tune with the Standard Works. It is
opinion and nothing more. (p. 7)
This is indeed sterling advice, but in this book it seems to be
more a blueprint for selecting quotes than an effective caution.
Curtis's advertisement for the book suggests that he discounts
most General Authority statements: "For 150 years LDS Scholars,
even General Authorities, have made the geography of the Book
of Mormon a mystery."2 Curtis dismisses statements by John
Taylor, Frederick G. Williams, Orson Pratt, and Ezra Taft Benson
that do not fit his theory. On the other hand, he accepts statements
from Milton R. Hunter, Brigham Young, Joseph Fielding Smith,
Ezra Taft Benson, and Mark E. Peterson that he thinks support the
one-Cumorah-in-New York theory . The selection process for the
evidence may leave many readers confused. I agree with Curtis in
2 Daily Universe, 14 September 1993, Personals, 6.
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principle but not in practice. I think he should have avoided all
statements by General Authorities and spent more time analyzing

statements from the Book of Mormon . As Sorenson demonstrates
in his recent source book of Book of Monnon geographies, none
of the statements of General Authorities should be considered as
evidence, especially when they contradict the text of the Book of
Mormon. 3

In his selection of quotes from General Authorities, Curtis is in

a very difficult position because all of the early statements dealt
with a pan-American geography that included North, Central, and
South America or could be read as evidence for a limited
Mesoamerica/Central America geography.4 Curtis is advocating a
limited Great Lakes geography and must thus discount the early
all-of-America statements as well as any speculation that Book of
Mormon lands were outside the modern boundaries of the United
States of America. Therefore, he discounts all statements about
Book of Mormon lands except those that bolster hi s theory of a
New York CumorahlRamah; he should probably have disregarded
these also. The only evidence that Curtis can accept is for the
continental United States of America. Most of these statements
deal with the location of the promised land mentioned in the Book
of Mormon .

iEs Ud. Norte Americano?
first heard of Curtis's argument in 1989 when he came by
my house and presented me with a copy of his pamphlet "The
LAND of THE NEPHITES."s I was surprised that anyone cou ld
seriously argue for a limited Great Lakes geography, but I was
intrigued with his argument concerning the promi sed land . To my
knowledge, no one had used this particular approach to Book of
Mormon geography. I was eager to read Christ in North America
so I could evaluate his argument in its most thorough and
developed form.
3 John L. Sorenson. The Geography of Book of Mormon Events: A Source
Book (Provo, UT: F.A.R.M ,S" 1990). Appendix A.
4 See Sorenson. Source Book.
5 Curtis. Th e lAnd of the Nephires (American Fork. UT: Delbert W. Curtis.
1988).
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Unfortunately, the bulk of Curtis's argument appears to rest
on a primal error that we would not expect from a seventh· grade
student. He appears misinformed about the geographic extent of
North America and confuses it with the continental United States.
This reminds me of a frequent interchange I have with taxi drivers
in Mexico City. I am invariably asked, "I. Es ud. norte
americano?" I explain that I am indeed North American but so
are they, as North America includes Mexico. Curtis does not think
that Mexico (or Canada) is part of the "promised land"
mentioned in the Book of Mormon . His claim on this matter
deserves lengthy citation as it presents the pivotal evidence as well
as his method of argument.
Book of Mormon geography scholars have stated,
"Joseph Smith said that both North and South America
are the land of Zion." Very few of them have read the
statement which Joseph made, or they would know that is
not what he said or what he meant:
"The whole of America is the land of Zion
itself from the north to the south, and it is
described by the prophets, who declare that it is
the Zion where the mountain of the Lord should
be, and that it should be in the center of the
land. "6
Notice that all references to America and Zion are
singular; the whole of America, and Zion itself should be
in the center of tbe land. How is it possible for anyone to
read that statement and not understand tbat Josepb was
saying that Zion is from Mexico on tbe south to Canada
on the north? Most importantly, "the prophets described
it . "
"But in tbe last days it shall come to pass that
the mountain of the house of the Lord shall be
established in the tops of the mountains and it

6 Teachings of the Prophel Joseph Smilh. compo Joseph Fielding Smith
(Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1938). 362.
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shall be exalted above the hills , and the people
shall flow unto it. And many nations shall come,
and say, come, and let us go up to the mountain of
the Lord, and to the house of the God of Jacob ;
and he will teach us of his ways, and we will walk
in his path; for the law shall go forth of Zion, and
the word of the Lord from Jerusalem" (Micah
4:1-2; Isaiah 2:2- 3; 2 Nephi 12:2-3).

"I established the Constitution of this land by
the hands of wise me n whom I raised up unto this
very purpose." (D&C 101 :80)

How better can we desc ribe the United States of
America than the words of Micah? (p. 29)
The modus operandi of this book is clearly ev ident in thi s
brief argument. Curtis (1) first attributes an unreferenced quote to
a vague group of benighted Book of Mormon geography
scholars, (2) chides them for ignorance or mi sunderstanding of
basic scriptures and prophetic pronouncements, (3) asserts that the
interpretation of the text in question supports his views, and (4)
then cites text and scriptures that do not appear to support hi s
argument. After the long citat ions, Curtis (5) repeats his assertion
and considers the case closed. I find thi s style of exposi tion
annoyi ng and arrogant. Curtis claims to have an inside track on
truth and presents all his arguments as counterarguments to
supposed state ments made by others. But these other scholars are
never cited, nor is it clear that Curtis has read them with anything
but disdain.
The central proposition of Chrisr in North America is that the
United States of America is the promised land mentioned in the
scriptures. Anyone with over a month' s experience in the Church
knows that interpretation of scriptures is tricky business and that
differences of opinion are rarely resolved, especially when it
concerns what someone " meant." The existence of Curti s's book
is clear evidence that the scriptures for Zion and the land of
promise can be read in a narrow sense . The question, however, is
whether they should be. The citation from Joseph Smith, as I
understand it, appears to incl ude "the whole of America." That
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this is "singular" only appears to weaken Curtis's reading that
"Zion is from Mexico on the south to Canada on the north."
Curtis appears to read the statement to mean that the land of Zion
is in the center of the land; I think "center" refers to "the
mountain of the Lord" as being in the center of the land. In any
event, why would anyone want to read this statement so narrowly?
The obvious suspicion is that it is the only reading that will
support Curtis's geography.
The same is true of the "Zion" scriptures. These appear to
mention a Zion in "the tops of the mountains," a reference that
many have considered as an accurate description of the Salt Lake
City intermountain region. It would be a poor description indeed
for the Great Lakes area.
Given the importance of the prophecies of the promised land
and Zion for his argument, it is surprising that Curtis does not
attempt to abstract and list systematically all the characteristics of
this land. The reader is presented with supposed quotations from
the opposition, Curtis's counterclaims, long citations of scripture,
and a final "I-told-you-so" reassertion that the United States of
America is the promised land, and Mexico, Canada, and Central
and South America are excluded. This strains the interpretation at
several points, but Curtis is up to the task.
The main text for Curtis's argument, which he cites in full, is 1
Nephi 13. Given his narrow reading of the promised land, I was
curious to see how he would treat the "Columbus" prophecy. If
all these verses refer to the United States of America, how can
Columbus be said to have discovered the promised land? Maybe
the scripture referred to John Cabot or even John Smith. Curtis
sticks to the Columbus interpretation of Nephi's vision. A close
look at some of these verses will allow a concrete evaluation of
Curtis's claims. To avoid the appearance of paraphrasing the text
to suit my own argument, I present a portion of 1 Nephi 13 in full,
starting with verse 12, and then consider Curtis's claims
concerning it.
And I looked and beheld a man among the Gentiles,
who was separated from the seed of my brethren by the
many waters; and I beheld the Spirit of God, that it came
down and wrought upon the man; and he went forth upon
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the many waters, even unto the seed of my brethre n, who
were in the promi sed land.
And it came to pass that I beheld the Spirit of God,
that it wrought upon other Gentiles; and they went forth
out of captivity, upon the many waters.
And it came to pass that I beheld many multitudes of
the Gentiles upon the land of promise; and I beheld the
wrath of God, that it was upon the seed of my brethren;
and they were scattered before the Ge ntiles and were
smitten .
And I beheld the Spirit of the Lord. that it was upon
the Gentiles; and they did prosper and obtain the land for
their inheritance; and I beheld thai they were white, and
exceedingly fair and beautiful, like unto my people before
they were slain.
And it came to pass that I, Nephi, beheld that the
Gentiles who had gone forth out of captivity did humble
themselves before the Lord; and the power of the Lord
was with them.
And I beheld that their mother Gentiles were gathered
together upon the waters, and upon the land also, to bailie
against them.
And I beheld that the power of God was with them,
and also that the wrath of God was upon all those that were
gathered together against them to battle.
And I, Nephi , beheld that the Gentiles that had gone
out of captivity were delivered by the power of God out of
the hands of all other nations. (I Nephi 13:12-19)
Curt is has as his working hypothesis that Nephi's viSIOn
"seems to be in order. time-wise" (p. 62). Preceding verses ( I
Nephi 13: 1- 11 ) describe the Gentile nations and the Lamanites
before the coming of Columbu s. Cu rti s follows the popular
interpretation that verse 12 refers to Christopher Columbus. but
with a twist.
Columbu s didn't actually come to North America. but he
did start the fl ow of tho se seek in g freedom from
oppression. hunger, and bigotry, even though it was over
300 years before the next verse in the book of Nephi
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began to be fulfilled. With the coming of Columbus, the
Lord started to prepare the way. (p. 63)
Three hundred years? What is the justification for positing
such a hiatus in Nephi's vision? I have always read verse 14 as an
accurate portrayal of the Spanish Conquest of the New World. If
verse 12 refers to Columbus, then perhaps verse 14 refers to
Heman Cortes. What arguments does Curtis offer to counter such
a simple explanation of these verses? His arguments vary from
very broad to very narrow interpretations of the text, presumably
as it suits his purposes. As already noted, Curtis gives a general
interpretation of the "Columbus" verse without having to admit
that Columbus actually discovered the land of promise. On the
other hand, Curtis appears 10 have a very narrow (and bordering
on racist) interpretation of the Gentiles.
Verses 13 and 14 state that "many multitudes of Gentiles"
"went forth out of captivity" to the land of promise and that the
seed of Nephi's brethren "were scattered before the Gentiles and
were smitten." These Gentiles "were white, and exceedingly fair
and beautiful" like unto the Nephites before they were slain.
From these clues, Curtis infers that these verses cannot be talking
about Mesoamerica or Central America but refer to the United
Slates of America. The basic claims of his argument are as
follows:
I. The Mayas of Mexico and Central America encountered by
the Spanish were an educated people and do not fit Mormon's
description of the Lamanites who survived the Nephite holocaust.
Mormon prophesied:
"And that the seed of this people may more fully believe
his gospel, which shall go forth unto them from the
Gentiles; for this people shall be scattered, and shall
become a dark, a filthy, and a loathsome people, beyond
the description of that which ever hath been amongst us,
yea, even that which hath been among the Lamanites, and
this because of their unbelief and idolatry." (Mormon
5: 15)

"The differences in the two people should be easy to see. In
Central America was a united and educated people; in North
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America was a people described in the Book of Mormon as a
people full of a ll manner of wickedness" (p. 65).
2. Verse 13 states (hat the Gentiles came forth out of captivity.
"The captivity mentioned is the hold that great and abominable
church held over the people of the nations of the Gentiles ....
The people of Central America were not freed from the great and
abominable church." (pp . 65- 66).
3. Curtis also sees that the scourges that came upon the seed of
the Nephites are additional ev idence of a setting in the United
States of America.
"And I beheld the wrath of God, that il was upon the seed
of my brethren" (verse 14), The Gentiles brought wit h

them diseases which destroyed many of the Lamanites.
This was true all over the Americas. However, the next
sentence narrows the location: "and they were scatte red
before the Gentiles and were smitten ." In all parts of the
Americas the Lamanites were conquered and enslaved, but
they were not scattered and smitten like they were on the
land that became the United States of America. (p. 66)
As we look at the two Americas. even today a great
difference is evide nt ; The Lamanites are st ill looked on as
lower-class people in the United States of America, a nd
on ly now are beginning to break out and show their true
potential. In Mesoamerica, th e people a re a lmost all
Lamanites and look to the U.S.A. as the land of promise,
and most are still under the influence of that great a nd
abominable church. The Gentiles did not possess the land s
of Central America, and while it is true that the Lamanites
were treated badly over all of the Americas, it was only th e
United States which became a nation of Gentiles. (pp. 67-

68)
4 . "The 'Gentiles' which came to this land were 'white' races
of Europe: the English. French, German. Dutch, Swedish . and later
the Irish by the thousands" (p. 68). Curtis calcu lates that from
18 19 to December 1855, 4.212.624 immi grants came to the
United States . "Where e lse on the Americas can be found such an
influx of white races from Europe, a nd where . on all of th e
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Americas other than North America, can be found such a flow of
the 'fair and beautiful' people?" (p. 69).
5. The Gentiles that came to the land of promise "did humble
themselves before the Lord; and the power of the Lord was with
them" (l Nephi 13:16). Following Mark E. Peterson' s
interpretation in The Great Prologue,7 Curtis interprets this verse
as those who came to the Americas seeking religious freedom
rather than gold. According to Curtis, this disqualifies Mexico and
lands southward but fits our view of the United States of America.
6 . Verse 20 mentions the coming forth of the Bible among the
Ge ntile nations. This does not appear to have occurred in Latin
America.
The padres carried the book into Central America.
However, the book was not had among the people; only
the men of the church had a Bible and could read the
Bible. The situation was much the same in Canada . ... On
the land that became the United States of America .... All
who wanted a Bible could have one, and all were
encouraged to read it. (p. 72)
7. Many other passages also proclaim that the land which
became the USA is that land choice above all other lands (2 Nephi
10:10- 19).
The vision is seen by Jacob and reviewed once more;
Jacob adds: " ... there shall be no king s upon the
land ... " (verse II). "For I, the Lord of Heaven shall be
their king" (verse 14). No part of the Americas fill {sic]
all the particulars of this great vision but the land which
became the United States of America. (p. 75)
Many of Curtis's preceding claims sound quite reasonable,
but others appear stretched and based upon inadequate
information. The whole argument is presented as a choice between
the USA and other parts of the Americas. Is this an appropriate
dichotomy, and do the scriptures support such a view? In my
mind, some of the verses dealing with the promised land appear to
fit better in Latin America and others appear to fit better the
7 Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1974.
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history of the USA. It is worth stressi ng that if one interprets the
scriptures broadly to encompass all of the Americas (or even all of
North America), the problem disappears and all of the verses are
easily reconciled. The problems arising from forcing all of the
verses into commentary on the USA suggest that such an
interpretation may not be the best one. A closer look at each
individual claim highlights several difficulties.
Claim I . Curtis's claim that the Indians of Mexico and Central
America were too educated or too civilized to qualify as Lamanite
descendants is based upon gross ignorance of what the Spani sh
actually encountered in the New World . One cannot read accounts
of Aztec human sacrifice and priestcraft and give any credence to
the view Curtis advocates in hi s book.
Claim 2. Curtis's claim that the peoples of Mex ico and Central
America were not freed from the captivity of the great and
abominable church appears exceptionall y weak and requires a
narrow interpretation of Ihis church such as published in the first
edition of Mormon Doctrine. If the great and abominable church
represents all those that are not the true church of Christ rather
than just the Catholic Church, then Curtis's claim on Ihi s score is
unacceptable.
Claim 3. Curti s makes several related claims about the
scattering of Nephi 's "seed" and the promised land that do not
hold up well. The bulk of his argument concerns the meaning of
"scattered." Does thi s refer to all the people in the promised land,
indi vidual groups of people, or individuals? And is a minimal
distance of displacement necessary before we can claim they were
"scattered" rather than just conquered and enslaved? For me, this
is one of the most outrageous claims that Curtis makes in hi s
book. Although I do not ha ve ge neral estimates before me
(precise estimates are not possible), it is quite probable that more
Indians died in Latin America during the first 30 years of Spanish
contact there than were livin g in what was the contine ntal USA.
Many millions died in Mexico and Central America, and man y
thousands were displaced.
Curtis concedes that the Indians of Mexico and Central
America are Lamanites and that they look toward the USA as the
promised land . This cute argument is merely a semantic illu sion
that confuses some modern peoples' views of the land of
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economic opportunity, or the "promi sed land," with the Book of
Mormon "land of promise." Part of thi s argument is th at Latin
America is still under the sway of the great and abomin able
church. This argument is hard to take under any interpretation of
Satan's church. It is quite probable, for ex ample, that the relati ve
percentage of Mormons in Mexico and most of the rest of Latin
America is greater th an the relati ve percentage in the USA. In
neither case is the LOS Church dominant. I would contend that
the good ole USA is under the sway of the great and abominable
church even now, and to an equal or even greater degree than is
Latin America. Curtis's fi nal claim is th at the USA is a nation of
Gentiles and the rest of the Americas are not. I consider this claim
below.
Claim 4. Many of Curtis's arguments appear to deri ve from a
narrow interpretation of th e term "gentile." Hi s claims on thi s
score amount to blatant racism or gross ignorance, or both . True,
the Book of Mormon desc ribes the Gentil es as "white, and
exceedingly fa ir and beauti ful, like unto my people before they
were slain" (I Nephi 13: I S). Use of thi s language is not offensive,
but to attribute th ese attributes so lely to the immi grant s of
England, France, Holl and , German y, Sweden, and Ireland is
another matte r. One gets the di stinct impression that Curti s has
never seen a Spaniard nor looked up any pictures. They are fairer
than he or I. But surely the term "gentile" goes beyond relative
evaluations of the whiteness of one's skin or the beauty of one's
visage.
Moroni 's use of "gentile" in his preface to the Book of
Mormon indicates that the term includes all who are not Jews (or
the House of Israel); the Spanish, Portuguese, and Italians would
seem to qualify under this broad interpretation. Curtis' s limited
interpretati on of "gentile" run s counter to some of his own
arguments. He is will ing to admit that I Nephi 13: 12 refers to
Co lumbus. It should be recalled that Co lumbu s was "a man
among the Gentiles." Thi s would seem to indicate that people in
Spain (or Italy) could be considered gent iles. Followin g this
narrow interpretation of "gentile" for the next several verses of
Nephi 's vision, one could easi ly argue that Spain was included in
the nati ons of the gentiles and th at the multitudes of gemiles that
came to the land of promise included Spaniards. I think such an
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interpretation does less violence to the scripture than Curti s's
interpretation.
Claim 5. C urti s's cl aim about humble gentiles is difficult to
evaluate. What does it mean th at the "gentiles did hu mbl e
themselves before the Lord" (I Nephi 13: 19)? Does it refer to the
initial , purported moti ves for colonizati on, as claimed by Curt is?
Or does it refer to basic life-style, rel igiosity, and humility of a
people? I would welcome the evidence that the early inhabitants of
th e USA we re more humbl e, re li gious. etc. than th eir
contemporaneous neighbors in Canada or Mex ico. J thi nk we
need to be extremely careful in accepting ethnocentric histories of
our country versus those of others. I think the counterclaim that
the USA is the most arrogant nation in the hemi sphere cou ld be
more easil y demonstrated with hi storic documentation. In the fin al
analysis, however, it is foo lish to put so much analytical weight on
a vague scriptural pronounce me nt of re lati ve humilit y. T he
inherent compari son in thi s sc ripture, I thi nk, refers to the
" mother nations" of the gentile nati ons of the promi sed land
rather than to Canada, Mex ico, and the rest of Latin America.
Claim 6. Curtis's argument about the Bible appears to be his
most concrete case, but is it? The Spanish in Mex ico, Central
America, and South America, for example, had been preaching
fro m the Bibl e to the natives for about a centu ry before the
English first settled in the New World . Could this be a fulfi llment
of Nephi 's vision that a book "was carried forth among them" ( I
Nephi 13:20)? I think it can. If one is not wo rried a bout
pedagogical methods for "spreading" the Bible, it cou ld easi ly be
said that the Spani sh brought "Christianity" to more nati ves than
did any other Gentile nation. Indeed, the peop le of the USA
appear to have done almost nothing to take the Bi ble to the
Indians.
Claim 7. The claim concerning kings appears to be heavy on
rhetoric and thin on substance. We are told that there were to be
no kin gs in the land of promi se . Does this somehow signal the
USA over Mexico, Canada, and the rest of the Americas? I think
not. If the origin al USA colonies were under the hegemony of a
king, then one must allow the same cond it ion to the rest of th e
Americas. If the meaning of the ve rse concern s break ing the yoke
of distant kings, then the questi on becomes one of relative ti ming.
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I do not think we can put too much weight on Curtis's
interpretation of this verse.
The preceding consideration of Curtis's claims has perhaps
given them more credence than they deserve. I find no convincing
evidence for believing his claim that the land of promise is the
USA and that Canada and Mexico are excluded. One fundamental
problem with the argument for a land of promise as the USA is
that it confounds a "land" with a "political entity." I can easily
conce ive of "land" meaning a piece of real estate of unknown
size, but I have difficulty in assuming a priori that it refers to a
political territory . I do not consider the argument worth making in
detail. but I think the most parsimonious view of the land of
promise is that it included "the whole of America ... from the
north to the south"g and not just the United States of America.
There is no evidence in Christ in North America that Curtis has
researched recent statements by General Authorities about Latin
America. I think it would be instruct ive to see what the brethren
have told the Saints in Latin America about the location and
extent of the land of Zion.

Ramah by Any Other Name
Commenting on the final battle of the Jaredites, Moroni
informs us that the hill Ramah is the same hill where his father
"Mormon did hide up the records unto the Lord" (Ether 15 :11),
or the hill Cumorah (see Mormon 6:6). For the first 22 years of
my life I thought the location of Cumorah was well-known. as
Joseph Smith received the plates from Moroni at that spot. My
father occasionally told us stories about the New York Cumorah
that he had heard while serving a mission there during World War
II. I was told of tremendous earthworks and defensive trenches
enClluntered by the earliest sett lers in Palmyra, and of large
deposits of metal weapons. I also heard of a vision wherein his
mission president saw a red-headed Moroni lamenting over the
destruction of his people. These were moving images in my
youth . As with Curtis, I was extremely offended when I first heard
the two-Cumorah theory. and I reacted strongl y against it.

8 Smith, Teachings, 362.
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Until I heard the two-Cumo ra h theory after returni ng from
my mission, I had no idea that the locatio n of Cumorah was even a
questio n or thai th e location of Book of Mormo n lands was a

topic of research. My in iti al reac tion was to take offense and to
argue the point with my roommate who was taking a class in Book
of Mormon archaeology from M. Well s Jakeman. In the course of
ou r argume nts. it soon daw ned on me that I had unth ink ingly
accepted a traditio nal view of the maHer and had never seriously

looked at the statements from the Book of Mormon. The internal
evidence from the Book of Mormon eventually convinced me that
I had been naive in acceptin g the trad itio nal view and thai there
must be two hill s called Cumora n: th at of the Book of Mormon
and one in New York.
The inte rnal evidence fro m th e Book of Mormo n for
Cumora h is most c learly presented by David Palmer in hi s
excellent book, In Search of Cumorah: New Evidences for the
Book of Mormon f rom Ancient Mexico. 9 It is noteworth y that thi s
book is not cited by Curti s, nor are its arguments for the internal
ev idence for the hill Cumorah considered . Thi s is not polite or
serious sc holarship . The locatio n of the hill Cu mo rah is the
primary strut in Curtis's argument for Book of Mormon lands, yet
he presents no analysis of the statements from the Book of
Mormon which reveal feat ures of this hill. He assumes that the
New York Cumo rah and that mentioned in the Book of Mo rmo n
are o ne and the same. All his argume nts fo r the confi gurati on of
Book of Mormo n la nds (see next secti on) fo llow fro m the
assumption that the hill Cumo rah is the one kn own Book of
Mormon location in the New World .
Setting aside all of the claims of the proponent s of the
Mesoamerica theories, let us examine the one spot in all
the Book of Mormon which is identified without question,
or should be witho ut q uestion, as the Hill Cumorah. It is
named specifically in the Book of Mormon as th e buria l
spot of the plates. as well as being the place where Joseph
S mith rece ived them . It was a lso near the city of
Zarahemla. (p. 87)

9 Bountiful, UT: Horizon Publishers. 1981.
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The meager evidence adduced to support this claim come
from the "traditional" view and a few early statements of dubious
origin. Curtis's primary text is the Oliver Cowdery story of the
Nephite records repository, as related by Brigham Young many
years later. Until now, it has been quite easy to ignore this story as
being devoid of specific content. But in light of its place 10
Curtis's argument I cite it here and consider it briefly.
On June 17, 1877, Brigham Young addressed the Saints in
Farmington, Utah, on the occasion of organizing a stake there.
The primary focus of the first part of his discourse was to warn the
Saints against seeking after money and precious metals. As part of
this message he conveyed the following story:
Oliver Cowdery went with the Prophet Joseph when he
deposited these plates. Joseph did not translate all of the
plates; there was a portion of them sealed, which you can
learn from the Book of Doctrine and Covenants. When
Joseph got the plates, the angel instructed him to carry
them back to the hill Cumorah, which he did. Oliver says
that when Joseph and Oliver went there, the hill opened,
and they walked into a cave, in which there was a large and
spacious room. He says he did not think, at the time,
whether they had the light of the sun or artificial light; but
that it was just as light as day. They laid the plates on a
table; it was a large table that stood in the room. Under
this table there was a pile of plates as much as two feet
high, and there were altogether in this room more plates
than probably many wagon loads; they were piled up in
the comers and along the walls. The first time they went
there the sword of Laban hung upon the wall; but when
they went again it had been taken down and laid upon the
table across the gold plates; it was unsheathed. and on it
was written these words: "This sword will never be
sheathed again until the kingdoms of this world become
the kingdom of our God and his Christ." I tell you this as
coming not only from Oliver Cowdery. but others who
were familiar with it, and who understood it just as well as
we understand coming to this meeting, enjoying the day,
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and by and by we separate and go away, forgetting most
of what is said, but remembering some things. 10
If we accept this story at face value, it would see m to indicate
that the hill Cumorah in New York is indeed the one in whic h
Mormon deposited all of the plates. There is no indication in this
story that Joseph and Oliver were carried away in vision, rather, the
c ircumstances appear quite pedcstrian-a walk to the hill with the
plates to return them to the angel. Thi s story also indicates that at
least two visits were involved and that other people were familiar
with this story.
Heber C. Kimball alluded to a slightly different version of the
story with the signi fi cant diffe rence that a vision ex pe rience is
mentioned .

Brother Mills mentioned in his song, that c ross ing the
Plains with hand-carts was one of the greatest events that
ever transp ired in thi s Church. I will admit that it is an
important event , successfu lly testing another method for
gathering Israel, but its importance is small in comparison
with the visitati on of the angel of God to the Prophet
Joseph, and with the reception of the sacred records from
the hand of Moroni at the hill Cumorah.
How does it compare with the vision that Joseph and
others had , when they went into a cave in the hill
Cumorah. and saw more records th an te n men cou ld
carry? There were books piled up on tab les, book upon
book. Those records this people will yet have . if they
accept of the Book of Mormon and observe its precepts,
and keep the commandme nts.I I
Now, it makes a great deal of difference whether we are
dealing with a vision of a record repos itory or with a less
miraculous event. The two statements cited above suggest that the
matter will remain ambiguous until we receive further revelati on
on the maUer. Given this uncertainty, it seems unfortunate to place
so much emphas is on these cave stories one way or the other.

10 Journal of Discourses 19:38.

II Journal of Discourses 4: I 05.
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Contrary to some claims I have heard, the remainder of
Brigham Young's discourse in Farmington that day gives no
indication that this was one tall tale among many that he
fabricated for the occasion. The direct historical background to
this story, and the accuracy of the version recorded in the Journal
of Discourses (or Brigham's memory of Oliver's account), are
both important questions but are beyond my abilities to address.
The story should raise a few Questions for most Mormons,
however, because it does not appear to conform to other
information we have about the plates. Joseph Smith's official
history indicates that the plates were returned to Moroni In a
different manner than indicated in "Oliver's story ."
I soon found out the reason why I had received such strict
charges to keep them safe, and why it was that the
messenger had said that when I had done what was
required at my hand, he would call for them. For no
sooner was it known that I had them, than the most
strenuous exertions were used to get them from me. Every
stratagem that could be invenled was resorted to for that
purpose. The persecution became more bitter and severe
than before, and multitudes were on the alert continually
to get them from me if possible. But by the wisdom of
God, they remained safe in my hands until I had
accomplished by them what was required at my hand.
When, according to arrangements, the messenger called for
them, I delivered them up to him; and he has them in his
charge until this day, being the second day of May, one
thousand eight hundred and thirty-eighl. l2
Of course, this account can be taken as an allusion to a return
trip to Cumorah to deliver the plates as Brigham Young and Heber
C. Kimball mentioned, but it can also be read that Moroni visited
Joseph and took the plates back.
I would further suggest that the circumstances surrounding the
vision given to the Three Witnesses, their stories of the experience,
and Joseph's relief that others had seen these things, do not fit
Brigham's version of Oliver Cowdery's story about returning the
12 Joseph Smith- History 1:60
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plates to an angel at the hill Cumorah, or of paying a return visit.
Moreover, Oliver's and Joseph' s awkward silence about this even t
certai nly cannot be attributed to hesitan cy about testifying of
angels, gold plates. and the like. There arc issues of the timing of
events and the reasons for silence here that I am not competent to
address. Certainly this story deserves morc analysis in its historic
context and more comparison to other claims we have for events
surrounding the plates. Parts of the story do nol square with olher,
morc reliable information. Th erefore, it would see m poor
procedure to take the story "at face value" as certain evidence
that Mannon's Cumorah was in New York.
Curtis has proposed a procedure for dealing with co nflictin g
claims from the early brethre n. He argues that one give
precedence to the standard works. What does the Book of
Mormon tell us about the location of Cumorah ? Palmer reviews
the detailed evidence for the hill that indicates that the small hill in
New York is an unlikely candidate. More convincing evi dence for
the location of Mormon's Cumorah/Ramah comes from a relali ve
geography of natural features. The Book of Mormon clearly
indicates that the hill Cumorah was (I) near a narrow neck of land
in a land northward and (2) close to the borders of an East sea.
These minimal and incontrovertible geographic relationships are
not met by the hill near Palmyra, despite Curtis's claims to the
contrary.

One if by Land, Two if by Sea
The major clue to the location and extent of Book of Mormon
lands is the identification of the "seas" mentioned in the Book of
Mormon. Curtis argues that some of the Great Lakes were the seas
referred to rather than th e Atlanti c and Paci fic Oceans, as
presumed by most sc holars. Thi s is certain ly a plausible
hypothesis, but does it hold water?
The Book of Mormon is full of geographic details. but the
most significant are those that describe relati onships among
various features, and from different poi nts of reference. The most
important of these concern the lands northward and southward , a
narrow neck of land between them, the River Sidon, the location
of wildernesses, and the locations of uplands and lowlands. In a
previous evaluation of a Book of Mormon geography, I proposed
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a simple list of ten significant geographic relationships that are
clearly described in the Book of Mormon and which can be used
to evaluate any proposed geography.1 3 I draw on information
summarized there for the following discussion.
The major criterion for evaluating a geography is how well it
can account for the complexity of detail in the Book of Mormon
without recourse to special assumptions. The geography described
by Sorenson, for example, that Curtis reacts against, can account
for all of the unambiguous details of the Book of Mormon by
making only one special assumption; the assumption is that the
hill Cumorah in New York is not the one mentioned in the Book
of Mormon. 14 Curtis's geography makes the opposite assumption:
that the hill Cumorah in New York is the Cumorah/Ramah
mentioned in the Book of Mormon. Does this assumption allow
Curtis to make sense of the geographic detail in the Book of
Mormon in a parsimonious manner?
If the principal test of a Book of Mormon geography is its
explanatory power without recourse to special assumptions, we
must conclude that Curtis's geography is an unmitigated disaster.
In giving up the possibility of two Cumorahs he is forced to argue
for (l) two lands of Nephi (p. Ill), (2) two lands northward
(various maps), (3) two lands southward (ibid.), (4) many lands of
desolation (p. 117), (5) a hill Cumorah that is south of the East
Sea and east of the narrow neck of land (various maps), (6) a
River Sidon that is only 40 miles long (p. 127), and (7) an East
Sea that is north of a West Sea and both to the east of a North Sea
and a South Sea (p. 108). This is a surprising amount of special
assumptions given the limited geographical features that Curtis
considers in his study . A detailed evaluation of these geographic
details is beyond my purpose here. I will consider only a few
claims and point to some of the principal difficulties with the
geography.
It is appropriate that we begin at Cumorah as does Curtis.
Secure knowledge that the hill in New York is indeed the one
mentioned in the Book of Mormon allows Curtis to read the text
13 Clark. "A Key for Evaluating Nephite Geographies." Review oj Books
on 'he Book oj Mormon I (1989): 20-70.
t4 Sorenson, An Ancient American Selling Jor 'he Book oj Mormon (Salt
Lake City: Desere{ Book and F.A.R.M .S.), 1985.
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in a creative manner. Any ambiguities in the text are hammered
into conformity to fit thi s fact. I think the Book of Mormon
clearly describes a small land (hat has an East sea and a West sea, a
land northward connected by a narrow neck to a land southward ,
and a major river in the land southward that runs northward. The
hill Cumorah is described as in the land northward , north of the
narrow neck, and near the East sea . Curti s's hill Cumorah, in
contrast, is located to the east of hi s narrow neck of land , and to
the east of the River Sidon and Zarahemla, and south of the East
Sea. To make these descriptions work, Curtis has had to fabricate a
dual geography that has at least two of everything. Thi s is too
muc h special pleading.
For most proponents of Book of Mormon geographies, the
major clues in the text concern the narrow nec k of land , the East
and West seas, and the Ri ver Sidon. The narrow neck of land is the
pi vo tal geograp hi c feature in the geograph y described by
Mormon, as this is the point where the East and West seas come
closest together and is the land that connects the land northward
with the land southward . In Curtis's geography, the narrow neck
of land is located between Lake Ontario and Lake Erie. It
connects "Alma 's Land Northward" east of the narrow neck to
the "Land Southward" and the "Land of Nephi," located
directly to the west. Clearly, directional label s lose all significance
in this geography. I do not cons ider Curtis's creative semantics a
plausible clarification of the text.
A final example should suffice as an indicator of the
plausibility of Curtis's limited Great Lakes Book of Mormon
geography. He identifies the River Sidon as the Niagara River.
This 40-mile-long river connects Lake Ontario with Lake Erie.
There is no reasonable way in which the Book of Mormon
references to the River Sidon can be crammed into a 40-mil e
stretch of river between two seas . IS At a very minimum, the Book
of Mormon describes the city of Manti near the headwaters of the
Sidon, the city of Zarahemla at least three or four days or more
dow nstream, and the city of Sidom about the same di stance
downstream from Zarahemla. We are not told which sea the river
15 See John L. and Janet F. Hilton's "A Correlation of t.he Sidon River and
the Lands of Manti and Zarahemla with the Southern End of the Rio Grijalva (San
Miguel)," Journal of Book of Momzon Studies I (Fall 1992): 142--62.
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runs into. but it is quite clear that the mouth is a considerable
distance from Sidom. It is simply absurd to think that a 40-mile
river can be the River Sidon.
Curtis's reconstruction of Book of Mormon lands defies the
laws of logic and distorts the text, as I understand it, beyond
recognition. It is an interesting document to puzzle over for those
who enjoy issues in the philosophy of science and textual criticism
but is best avoided by those seeking a clear description of Book of
Mormon lands. It is full of inconsistencies and contradictions. The
principal contradiction is that it violates Curtis's discussion of the
land of promise as the United States of America. More than half
of his proposed geography is in present day Canada. It is hard to
imagine how such an oversight cou ld have occurred.

It Never Rains in Southern California
As Curtis notes. one of the issues raised by those advocating
Mesoamerica geographies concerns the description of weather. If
the hill in New York is CumorahlRamah. why is there no mention
of snow, ice. or the bitter cold? Curtis addresses this issue nearly
head -o n.
was told. "If the Nephites lived near the Hill
Cumorah, they would have said something about the
weather." Picking up a Book of Mormon, it fell open to
Hei aman 5. Reading along, the word "hai l" in verse 12
caught my eye. Helaman was teaching his sons a lesson.
Hail must have been common or the lesson would have
had no meaning.
I went to the phone and called the U.S. Weather
Information and asked. "Where does it hail ?"
"What are you talking about?" he asked.
"This is the U.S. Weather Information office?"
"Yes," he replied.
"Can you tell me where it normally hails at sea
level?"
"I will need to call you back," he remarked .
A few minutes later the phone rang. "It can hail
almost anywhere," he spoke.
"I understand. but normally at sea level?" 1 asked.
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"Between the 30th and the 60th degrees of latitude.
Below the 30th it melts before it hits the ground; above the
60th it is too cold to form," he said.
This put Helaman a long way from Mesoamerica, yet
the Hill Cumorah is right in the middle of the hail belt.
and not far above sea level. That area can also be reached
from the Atlantic Ocean in a sai lboat. (p. to)
It is comforting to know that the U.S. Weather Information
service supports Curtis's designation of the hill Cumorah! That
this dialogue is presented as serious evidence for the locat ion of
Book of Mormon lands speaks volumes for Christ in North
America. Nonetheless. given the denunciation of a limited
Mesoamerica geograph y based upon this weather information, we
should accord it some attention.
Curtis slips two important assumptions almost unnoticed into
this argument, at the same time avoiding the real "weather" issue.
First, he claims that He laman was teaching a lesson; therefore,
"Hail must have been common or the lesson would have had no
meaning ." This is clearly too stron g a claim. But if it were true,
would it not make more sense to desc ribe weather that was even
more common than hail in this area, such as snow? The second
assumption comes out in his conversation with the weatherman.
Why are we only interested in hail at sea level? What is the basis of
this qualification?
I think it would be more accurate to claim that for Helaman 's
lesson to have impact, it was only necessary that hi s children know
of hail storms and their effects, not that they be common. And we
certainly have no basis for only considerin g hail at sea level.
Helaman refers to a mighty storm and says that we must build our
foundation on the rock of our redeemer lest we be blown away
when the devil "shall send forth his mighty winds, yea, his shafts
in the whirlwind, yea, when all his hail and his mighty sta nn shall
beat upon YOu." (He laman 5:12; cf. Alma 26:6). The Book of
Mormon refers to mighty winds, some hail and rain, but no snow.
I have experie nced a ll of this weather o n nume rou s occasions
while living in southern Mexico. Therefore, I consider Curtis's
argument for excluding thi s area from consideration on the basis
of the sea-leve l " hail belt" to be unacceptable. Weather patterns
and related aspects of geography certainl y should be considered
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in delimiting Book of Mormon lands. Sorenson's Ancient
American Setting for the Book of Mormon is still the best word on
the subject. All of the details of physical geography mentioned in
the Book of Mormon, and those that can be inferred, fit more
comfortably into a Mesoamerican setting than a New York setting.
In this regard, what is not mentioned or alluded to requires
explanation if the Book of Mormon writers lived in New York. I
cannot imagine Moroni in a cave in New York Cumorah working
through the winter scratching out the history of the Iaredites on
gold plates. Rather than lamenting his weakness in expression
(Ether 12:25), Moroni should have complained of numb fingers,
freezing cold plates, and inability to hold his stylus.

No Evidence Is the Best Evidence
Curtis devotes 101 pages to a discussion of "artifacts,"
meaning archaeological evidences for the ancient inhabitants of
New York. His initial arguments merit citation here.
While seeking knowledge from Book of Mormon
geography scholars, the comment was often heard, "But
there are no artifacts up there."
The lack of impressive monuments, temples and other
artifacts in North America actually gives us more evidence
that the ones who kept the records from which the Book
of Mormon was translated must have lived in North
America [sici rather than in Mesoamerica. The Lamanites
destroyed all who wouldn', deny the Christ (Moroni 1:12). This would have left no one around in A.D. 400 to
build those great mounds and temples like the ones found
in Mesoamerica. Even if a powerful leader had managed
to bring all of the people under his rule, and had brought
peace to the people, it would have been four or five
generations before there would have been enough people
to even start one of those great pyramids.
At the time Moroni finished his father's record, he was
surrounded by a people who had degenerated into bloodthirsty and probably, illiterate savages (Mormon 6:6, 8:8).
(p. 150)
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When it comes to questions of "Ju st what type of artifacts
should we be lookin g for in the area covered by the Book of
Mormon ?" (ibid .), sc holars have been treated to some of the most
artful dodges on record . Curtis is asking profound questions here
and has several solid ideas worth considering. as well as his own
artful dodges. It is a particularly useful pl oy to suggest that no
evidence is the best evidence. Curti s may be correct about the
conditions at A.D. 400. but what of the preceding 2000-3000
years? What of the l aredites. the people of King Benjamin. and so
on? Should we not expect some evidence of their exi stence?
Curtis proposes the followi ng art ifactual expectations for the
Book of Mormon :
I. From the time of Chri st to A.D. 200 the people lived the
United Order and had all things in common . "Having all things in
common, there were no rich, no poor, and no elite or rulin g class
for whom to build huge monuments. Their temples would have
been plain working temples, not large orn ate temples to pagan
gods" (p. 151).
2. After A. D. 200, the people divided into small groups and
thus lacked the manpower to erect impressive monuments.
Ju st as today many small reli gious groups cann ot
build great buildings, so would the people near the narrow
neck of land be un ab le to bu ild those huge and ornate
temples found in Meso- and South America.
Kings and absol ute rul ers cannot ab ide content ion,
and would have pu t an end to what is described in 4
Nephi. There must have been very little contention 10
Mesoamerica . (ib id .)
3. Near the end of Nephite history, the people were so
preoccupied with war that they had litt le time to put up impressive
buildings. ''It is impossib le to maintain a war of exte rmin at ion
and at the same time build great monuments to their elite and to
their pagan gods" (p. 152).
4 . The remnant of the Book of Mormon peopl es were not
industrious enough to bui ld great buildings.
When the Genti les came to the prom ised land , they
found a people just like the people that Nephi. Mormon.
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and Moroni described: dark, filthy, and loathsome, whom
the Gentiles did their utmost to exterminate, just as the
Book of Mormon stated. The people of Mesoamerica were
nothing like those in the Book of Mormon. They were a
well-educated and industrious people under powerful
leaders. They would need to be, to build the great temples
and other buildings which they left.
The great ruins of Mesoamerica prove two things: the
Book of Mormon is true, and the people of Nephi did not
live there. (pp. 153-54)
5. We are told that the Nephites built fortifications and
fortified cities. Many of these have been found in the area Curtis
considers Book of Mormon lands.
6. The Lamanites would not have left artifacts to be
found.
There is no mention of the Lamanites burying the
dead . In fact , at the rate they were covering the area,
murdering, looting, ravishing, and laying waste to the land,
the Lamanites could not have taken the time to bury even
their own dead. Thus , the bodies of several million people
lay scattered and heaped on the land to molder and decay,
leaving only spear points, axes, arrow heads, and stone
clubs that felled soldiers. wives, and children to mark their
passing. As the years passed, the survivors' children would
find the area a good spot to look for gold, silver, and
copper trinkets. The implements of war would also be in
great abundance. needing only to be fitted with new
handles and shafts. Then came the Gentiles with their
spades and plows . turning up some and completely
destroying other artifacts. However, John L. Sorenson said.
"You cannot prove anything with artifacts." Today little
is left except the words of a few early men who recorded
what they saw on the land as they traveled the woods and
hills before 'modern man . (pp. 156, 163)
7. The archaeology of Mesoamerica does not conform to
Curtis's expectations for Book of Mormon lands because it is too
complex. "With cond itions like those described in the Book of
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Mormon, it would be impossible to build anything like the ruins
of Mesoamerica" (p. 167).
8. Curtis claims that at A.D. 400 there were two very different
peoples in the Americas: the Lamanites and the peoples of
Mesoamerica. ''Those around the narrow neck of land and on the
land of promise would leave only burned c ities and the bones of
the dead" (p. 171 ) .
9. Any buildings or artifacts would have been
destroyed by the Gentiles.

For almost 300 yea rs the "Gentiles" have
systematically pillaged, leveled, plowed, and cu lti vated the
land of northeastern United States of America. Almost all

of the mounds, the wasted cities, and the trenches fill ed
with bones, and the mounds of bones with a very thin
cover of earth have been obliterated. Yet there is sti ll
enough evidence to show that a people with a high degree
of civilization li ved and died there. (pp. 17 1-72)

10. "What we sho uld be looking for are the re ma in s of
fortified cities and of a people at war, not great pagan te mples and
burial mounds built by a people united and at peace" (p. 174).
The bulk of Curtis's chapter is devoted to li sting thi s ev idence. He
does this by re printin g most of McGavin and Bean's Book of
Mormon Geography,16 now long out of print. This book focuses
o n the early accounts of upstate New York that describe fortified
sites and remains of weapons. The o nly parts of this book not
reprinted are those sections where McGav in and Bean discuss
Mesoamerica as part of Book of Mormon lands, which, in Curtis's
view, is an unfortunate oversight on their part (pp. 196--202) .
Some of Curtis's suggest ions are ri ght on the mark and others
are just plain si ll y o r misinformed. Hi s sweep ing generalizat ions
for Mesoamerica come from one recent Natio na l Geographic
article about the low land Maya. Curtis's portrayal of Mesoamerica
is wide of the mark. Hi s treatment of the archaeology of New
York is even less appropriate. His lengthy c itation of McGavin and
Bean is a repetition of information that was out-of-date even in
1948. Has noth in g new been learned about the archaeology of
16 Sal! Lake City: Bookcraft, 1948.
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New York since then? Should it not be incumbent upon Curtis to
read at least one of these recent books or articles?
The ove rall impression of Curtis's discussion of artifacts
might appear impressive, but such an impress ion would be
misleading. Christ in North America ex hibits the common failing
of amateu r excu rsions into archaeo logy. Curt is lacks any
appreciation of time, either in his construction of archaeologica l
expectati ons or in his handling of the archaeological information.
Curtis is interested on ly in showing that forts. weapons, and bones
have been recovered in the narrow neck region in abundance.
This is a good start. The critical question is: What do they date to?
We are not told; Curtis does not cite any study that would contain
this information. Archaeo logical dat ing techniques have come a
long way since 1948.
The general cu ltural-historical picture for upstate New York,
as I understand it, does not support Curti s's scheme. Our minimal
expectations for the Book of Mormon are at least two traditions of
civ ilization: laredite and NephitelLaman ite. Curtis devotes all of
hi s energies to discussing the period from the time of Christ to
A.D. 400. What of the earl ier periods? Is there any impressive
archaeo logical evidence in New York for an early tradition? No.
Most of the si tes and weapons Curti s recapitulates from McGavin
and Bean probably postdate A.D. 400. Undoubted ly much
information has been destroyed, modified, and even
misunderstood, but we wou ld expect some information to survive.
One of Curtis's main claims for archaeological expectations is
that we are look in g for things that we ought not. I think he is
absolutely correct on this score. It does not follow, however, that
his anemic list of archaeological expectations resolves the
problem, especially when he ignores the bulk of the text. True, the
Nephites did not move to the land northward until quite late in
their hi story, but the Jaredites had li ved there for over a thousand
years previous to Nephite occupat ion. This is not a trivial point.
Curtis's silence on the laredites is inexplicable.
Detailed discussion of the archaeological expectation s of the
Book of Mormon is better left to a more appropriate forum. I
need on ly note here that attempts at minimizing them are not
helpful. The Book of Mormon clearly indicates a network of large
cit ies and complex cu lture and not merely fortifications. A few
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specific remarks to Curt is's clai ms wi ll suffice in closing this
discussion.
1. Curtis's conjectures concerning the absence of ornate
buildings in Nephite land s during the first two centuries after
C hri st's visit are sound. We should probably not expect many
impressive buildings for the time period of A.D. 30--200. Bul what
about all of the rest of the time?
2. Curtis's related claim that small groups could not e rect
impressive monuments is worthy of comment. We do not expect
small groups to make themselves noticed in the archaeo logical
record. But we lack indications of the "small ness" of the groups
involved in this in stance. Curtis asserts that kings cannot abide
contention. He takes evide nce of large building projects as
ev idence for the absence of contention. This is patently absurd as
stated. Recent understandings of Mesoamerica, for ex.ample, show
it was rife with contention.
3. Curtis mentions that the Neph ites were so preoccupied with
war that they could not put up impressive buildings. This is a
good point and possibly true. However, many large buildings do
get constructed during wartime. Curtis's view here is ove rl y
narrow as it really on ly considers the Nephite view. What of the
Lamanites? What percentage of the Lamanites were in volved in
war? There are too many unknowns to be confident of Curtis's
projections of building activ ity durin g wartime. What was dont::
between wars? In our own culture, the brief period between World
War I and World War II witnessed tremendous building act ivity.
Who suspected that another world war would occur so soon?
4. Curtis's claim th at the ruins of Mesoamerica both prove the
Book of Mormon to be true and that the Nephites did not live
there is a class ic case of having your cake and eating it, too. Curt is
thinks the Mesoamericans were too civi li zed to have been part of
the Book of Mormon story and that the evidence of all of the
impressive building activ ity there demonstrates that the Nephites
did not li ve there. Even if we stretch the bounds of scholarl y
c harity to their break ing point and concede Curtis's assertion on
these matters, how would their presence prove the Book of
Mormon true? In fact, we ca nnot concede either of Curt is's
assertions nor accept his conclus ions. Mesoamerica wa<; not as he
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pictures it, and Nephite and Lamanite culture and history were
also more complex than he describes them.
5. Fortified sites are one of the clear archaeological
expectations from the Book of Mormon, but finding one does
nothing per se to prove the case. These fortifications must be in
the areas described and date to the proper time periods. Much is
being made of fortifications these days, with little attention to
details. The irony of Curtis's claims is nearly overwhelming. He is
using the same arguments and data that anti-Mormons use to
prove that Joseph Smith made up the Book of Mormon and
incorporated local lore in doing so.
6. Curtis does a good job in his considerations of the possible
archaeological evidence that one would expect to find at
Cumorah. We need to worry a great deal about the archaeological
evidence as it was laid down-and picked up again or plowed
under. We should consider various classes of evidence and how
they would be affected differently. We would not expect to lose all
information on a city in the same manner we could lose sight of a
great battle. Picking up axes is one thing: plowing under a city
wall is quite another.
7. As mentioned previously, Curtis's views on Mesoamerica
are not credible. His claims that the conditions described in the
Book of Mormon precluded the erection of large buildings are
outrageous.
8. Much of the archaeological record of the area considered
by Curtis has been damaged severely over the years, as he
mentions. We have two options in reacting to this tragedy of
frontier expansion: (I) claim that the data are too badly damaged
to deal with-and maybe with a great deal of relief as none of our
claims for how it might have been can now be checked, or (2)
study the record very carefully and try to compensate for known
biases for certain parts of the record. Surely anyone interested in a
Great Lakes geography ought to pursue the second option.
9. The early evidence for the archaeology of New York
compiled by McGavin and Bean is a good start for a consideration
of the culture-history of this area, but no more than that. It is
difficult to believe that Curtis has chosen to ignore the recent
information. The tragedy of Christ in North America is that the
thesis is so inexpertly argued, and it is argued on the basis of
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assertion rather than evide nce. A much better case could be
constructed using the evidence in "creative" ways, something Ihal
Curti s demonstrates some flair for.
To summarize. the archaeolog ical case that Curt is attempts to
provide for his onc-Cumorah thes is is unconvincing. Hi s research
di splays a lack of seriousness and/or ability. He consistent ly
ignores recent scholarly work in the two areas thai he pre tends to
be comparing. As a reader, I was not able to take his claims
seriously because he does not appear to have done the basic
homework required by his thesis nor even appear to know what
that research shou ld entail. It is clear thai he has "talked" with
many " Book of Mormon geography scholars" in hi s search for
truth . There is no indicat ion in Christ in North America that he
ever took the time to li sten to anything they had to say. Hi s book
is the worse for it.

Towards a Book of Mormon Geography
In this final section, I want to view Christ ill No rth America in a
broader context. It is my impression that no other topic in Book
of Mormon stud ies lend s itself so readil y to poor scholarship as
the subj ect of geography . Christ in North America is merely the
latest, but not the last, in a long series of highl y improbable
geographies based upon dubious assumpt ions, minimal research,
fallacious logic, and wishful thi nk in g. , find little of redeemin g
va lue in the substance of Curtis's book. But ca n anything of
lasting value be salvaged from it? Yes. Christ in North America wi ll
stand for the next few years as an example of what not to do in
wri ting a Book of Mormon geography . I do not mean to be crue l
or flippant in this claim; often a poor exampl e of "scholarship"
is more useful to the cause of sc ience than a good one. Sc ho lars
wishin g to write Book of Mormon geog raphies shou ld heed the
tragic lessons of Christ in North America and profit thereby.
What are some of the scho larl y traps that one should avo id in
writin g a Book of Mormon geography? What can we learn from
Christ in Norrll America? First, one should avoid the trap of
obv ious facts. Curti s beg ins his study where it ought to end-w ith
a known geographica l Book of Mormon locati on in the New
World. Most of the distorti ons of the Book of Mormon tex l in
Christ in North America are a log ical consequence of assuming a
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priori that the Cumorah in New York is the one mentioned in the
Book of Mormon. Curtis's unconvincing attempt to make this
point serves as a useful caution for anyone seduced by this easy
"fact."
The second caution is related to the first. Curtis's assumption
of one known geog raphic point compro mised the rest of his
geograph y. One should work ou t a consistent geograph y based
upon the information provided within the Book of Mormon itself,
independent ly of any locations in real space that one thinks mi ght
be Book of Mormon spots. Very few Book of Mormon geography scholars have foll owed thi s procedure. but it is absolutely
fundamentaL It is hard to be convi nced of a Book of Mormon
geography when it is clear the author has not stud ied the book in
enough detail to get the bas ic facts clear. In Curtis 's book, his
disc uss ion of the River Sidon, the narrow neck of land, and the
location of Cumorah in relation to Zarahemla all signal a basic
misunderstanding or misreading of the text.
One usefu l resource that Curti s ignored, to the detriment of his
geograph y, was the work published by other scholars. It is one
thin g to have honest disagreements over the meani ng of the text
and the relation ships implied in it and quite another to ignore
ot hers' arguments altogether. The co mbinati on of di sdain and
arrogance in Christ in North America is lethal. Curti s bases hi s
whole argument on the location of Cumorah but does not see the
need to review even one of the books detailing the arguments for
two Cumorahs. Nor does he rev iew the basic facts of the hill given
in the Book of Mormon. When one considers that the Book of
Mormon text comes out on the short end of the stick, it is not too
surprising that scholarly studies are also ignored.
A series of interpretive difficulties are also apparent in Christ
ill North America . Curti s reads prophecy as history. and along
lines that are very se lf-serving for his argument. He considers
st atements of Genera l Authorit ies conce rnin g these same
prophec ies, and specul ations about geography, as evide nce when it
suit s hi s purposes . In neither case is the reader presented with a
comprehensive view of what these statements might mean . The
same naive meth od of interpretation is apparent in Cu rti s's
treatment of geographica l detai ls in the Book of Mormon . Hi s
treatment of Zion and the land of promi se is a classic case of hi s
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reading of the text. One is surprised to learn that o nl y the USA is
the land of Zion and that Canada. Mexico. and the rest of Latin
America do not qualify.
Apparent in many of Curti s's interp retat ions is the
ethnocemric trap of allowing cultural biases to serve as data. Thi s
is most evident in Curtis's treatment of the Gentile and Lamanite
questions. Curtis clai ms that the natives o f Mesoamerica were too
civilized to have been the peo ples desc ribed in prophecy by
Moroni . Only USA Ind ians are seen as suffi c ient ly savage to
qualify. On the othe r hand , the fair races that populated the USA
arc seen as "the gentiles." and the rest of the continen t is le ft out.
r suggest that Curtis's interpretation of the "great and abominable
c hurch" shou ld also be considered as cu lturally b iased.
Fi nall y, most studies try to locate Book of Mormon lands in
terms of modern geography; this brin gs up the question of
archaeo logy. Th is is the d eat h trap for most proposed
geog rap hi es, including Curtis's. Use of archaeological
info rmation requires so me basic knowl ed ge of how such
information is obtained and what pariS of it are most susce ptible to
error. This is not to say that onl y archaeologists can deal with this
information , on ly that one is on very swampy ground here and
sho uld proceed with caution. It hel ps if o ne reads at least one
archaeology book on the area he or she is proposing as Book of
Mormon lands. The re is no evidence that Curti s d id this, e ither fo r
New York or Mesoamerica. How can onc take Chri~· t in North
Am erica se ri ously when the extent of Curt is's arch aeo log ical
research is one dubious article in National Geographic and an
LOS book printed in 1948?
Finally, the major weakness in Christ in North Ameriea is that
nothi ng is analyzed o r argued th oroughl y. Impress ions rcp lace
logic, and assertions stand in for data. This may be adequate for
one's persona l witness, but this is not the way to persuade others.
Curtis mi sses every opportunity to make his case through carefu l
analysis of the Book of Mormon text (e .g., Zion, land of pro mi se,
Cumorah, Gentil es, etc.), analysis of General Authority statements
(e.g., what has been said of Latin Ameri ca), or anal ysis of the
archaeological evidence (e.g., fortifi cat ions, c ities. weapons).
In summary, although I think Christ in North America fai ls to
reac h minima l standards of scholarship, prose, and pub li sh ing
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excellence, I think that some good may eventuall y come from the
book if it is viewed as the road most freq uent ly traveled by Book
of Mormon enthusiasts. I have tried to point out here some of the
mOSI obv ious pitfalls to be avoided along the way by those who
wish to pursue si milar research. The real tragedy of the book is
that the argumentation is so poor that dismissal of the book does
nol allow dism issal of the hypothesis argued in it. It is hi ghly
likely, therefore, that the New York theory will surface from time
to time. I only hope that fu ture scholars do a better job of it and
that we ca n eve ntuall y veri fy or fa lsify the one-C umorah
hypothesis on logical grou nd s. Curt is's principal intention with
Christ in North America was to counter the Mesoamerica theories.
His poor show in g fo r New York onl y strengthens the case that
Book of Mormon lands lie elsewhere, perhaps in Mesoamerica.

Michael T. Griffith. Refuting the Critics: Evidences
of the Book of Mormon's Authenticity. Bountiful:
Horizon Publishers, 1993. 167 pp., with index.
$16.98.

One Response to a
Singularly Worthless Genre
Reviewed by K. Codell Carter
and Christopher B Isaac
Michael T. Griffith's Refuting the Critics: Evidences of the
Book of Mormon's Authenticity (Horizon Publishers, 1993) is an
attempt to answer a range of more-or-Iess familiar arguments that
have been rai sed again and again, typicall y by fundamentalist
anti-Mormons. Seven of Griffith's eight chapters address specific
issues: Can the Book of Mormon be correct in claiming that Jesus
was born "a t Jeru salem" (Alma 7: 10) rather than "in
Bethl ehem"? Can a benevolent and just God have been
responsible for all the destruction reported in 3 Nephi? Is the
Book of Mormon "in se riou s co nfli ct with what modern
archaeology tells us about ancient America and the Near East?"
(p. 39) Was Solomon Spaulding's 1812 novel Manuscript S/Ory
the source for the Book of Mormon? Can the Book of Mormon
be ascribed to ideas that were si mpl y "in the air" at the lime it
was produced? If there have been changes in punctuation and
wording in the Book of Mormon, how can it be said to be a
perfect book? Is the Book of Mormon consistent with what is now
Mormon doctrine? In addition to chapters dealing with these
questi ons, there is a brief introducti on in which Griffith discusses,
along familiar lines, issues such as the proper role of ev idence in
relation to personal revelat ion . The concluding chapter refers the
reader to some of the better works supportin g th e Book of
Mormon. There is also a good bibliography thai includes works
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for and again st the Book of Mormon as well as several major
backgrou nd works on the ancien t Near East and Mesoamerica that
do not foc us directl y on the Book of Mormon,
As most readers will recognize, the arguments that Griffith
addresses are not new; indeed, for the most part, they can be
traced bac k a cen tury or more. Moreover, as Griffit h himself
explai ns more than once, the arguments have all been totall y
refuted- demoli shed-aga in and agai n (see pp. 16, 39, 63, 87,
etc.). So why the need fo r this book? The simple fac t is th at these
argument s (li ke the quest fo r a perpetual moti on machi ne),
however inane, will nOI go away . They are mot ivated by the desire
10 undermi ne, at any price, be lief in the Book of Mormon, and so,
in the absence of any better poss ibility, the critics come back,
again and again, to poor old Solomon Spaulding et al. For whom
is Griffi th 's book intended? Griffith states that hi s book is
intended to help those who desire to have a testimony receive one
(p. 10). In other word s, this book is not written to persuade the
critics themselves, but to help those who are open to the possibility
th at the Book of Mormon may be true and who may be troubled
by the arguments of the cri tics. For thi s audience, the book seems
about right. It surveys a range of the more famous arguments that
have been raised aga in st the Book of Mormon; it is interesting,
readable, we ll documented, and more-of-less persuasive; and
where appropri ate it refers the interested reader to more thorough
discussions.
As relative neoph ytes to anti- Book-of-Mormon literature and
as natural-born skeptics, our first reaction to Griffi th 's book was
thi s: "Good grief! the criticisms Gri ffi th considers can' t possibl y
be the most telling that have been made by these critics again st the
Book of Mormon." In ot her words, we im med iately suspected
that Griffith must be misrepresenting the critics to whom he was
respondi ng . But as p, T. Barnum pointed out, try as you might,
you simpl y cannot underestimate human nature : after trac king
dow n several of the origin al crit ical essays to wh ich Griffith
responds, we reluctantly report that, in our opinion, they are even
stupider than Griffi th makes them out to be.
For example, in his fourth chapter, Griffit h considers Vernal
Holl ey's 1983 rev ival of the Spaulding theory. Holley's main
argument goes like th is: there are lots of si milarities between the
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Book of Mormon and Spaulding's Manuscript Story; therefore,
the second was the source for the first. Griffith takes this argumenl
seriou sly-as indeed he must given the nalUre of his project-but,
we confess, it wasn' t easy for us to do so. Griffith attacks some of
Holley's parallels (pp. 67- 71), he dismi sses others as too general
to be of s ignificance (p. 65), and he poinl s out diffe rences
between the Book of Mormon a nd Spauldi ng's nove l (pp. 7883). Griffith also di scusses recen t d iscoveri es (e.g. chi as mus,
word print pattern s, and ancient Near Eastern name patterns) thathowever one is to account for them-c learl y show the Book of
Mormon could never have been simply derived fro m Spauld ing's
story. But Griffith devotes less than ha lf a page to what seems to
us to be the most glari ng hole in Holley's argument-namely (as
Griffith puts it) "the total lack of any hard ev idence connecting
Joseph Smith wit h Spau lding's Manu scrip t Story" (p . 62).
Regarding thi s co nnection, Holley himself says thi s:
The possibility ex ists that the Joseph Smi th Sr. family
membe rs were not strangers to Solomon SpaUld in g.
Durin g the time the Smith fam il y li ved in Sharon ,
Vermont, Solomon Spau ld ing's uncle, Ruben Spaulding,
al so li ved there, Ruben was a deacon in the Sharo n
Congregational Ch urch for fort y-two years and was the
justice of the peace for fifty years. Hi s c hil dren would
have been conte mporaries of Joseph Smith Sr."s children:
Alvin, Hyrum, and Joseph Smith Jr. It is also likely thaI,
while atte nding nearby Dartmouth College, So lomon
Spaulding made visits to hi s uncle Ruben's home in
Sharon and became acq uainted with the Joseph Smith
fami ly. (Holley, pp . 10-11; emphasis added)
What about the facts that (a) the Smi th famil y had moved
from Sharon several years before the Spauldin g manusc ript ever
appeared , and (b) the Smiths fina ll y left Vermont before Joseph
was ten years old-given these facts. what kind of transcendental
influ e nces are we to e nvis ion from Holley's conjectu res? But ,
disregarding all such deta ils, the claim that the re is a direct
influence between two works can on ly be j ustified by pos iti ve
ev iden ce of an ac tu a l co nn ec tio n- not by co nject ures.
possib il ities, and what (Holley happens to think ) mayor may not
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be like ly, In fac t, in the absence of any ev idence that Joseph had
ever seen or even heard of Spaulding's manuscript, there is no
poim in discussing supposed para llels or differences between the
Book of Mormon and the Manuscript Story.
Holl ey also tries to demonstrate a con nection between the
Book of Mormon and the Manuscript Story by citing ph rases that
ca n be found in both books. Bu t as anyone with access to a
computer-readable edition of the scriptu res can easi ly determ ine,
about eighty percent of the phrases that, accord in g to Ho lley,
Joseph could only have derived from Spauldi ng can also be found
in the Bib le. So these shared forms of speech prov ide no
significant ev idence that Joseph was draw ing on Spaulding.
Havi ng read both Holley and the Spaul ding manuscript, our
conclus ion is that no one with honest intent cou ld cver serious ly
main tai n that thc Book of Mormon was derived in any way from
the Manuscript Story. Thus, we th ink Griffith is far too easy on
Holley: Ho lley's pamphl et isn't just error ridden and weak-it's
either a n hil arious ex.erc ise in sa rcasm (perhaps by a closet
Mormon) or is nauseati ng ly dishonest. Unfortunate ly, the dull ness
of the text forces us to the second alternative.
Of co urse, Griffit h (in contrast to his present reviewers) can' t
reall y te ll it li ke it is a nd still sati sfy conventiona l expectations
about politeness and fa ir play. So hi s generous ly tender treatment
of Holley el at. is ex.cusable if not ent irely warranted. But the fac t
is, the numerous refutations (many cited by Griffit h) of these
bori ng , wa rmed-over, sem i-d igested so-call ed criticisms are so
much more conclusive, original, and just plain in teresting than the
cri ticis ms themse lves th at any fai r-minded and neutra l observer
must conclude (w ith a non- LOS friend of ours): " I may not
believe in the Book of Mormon, but if anything were to make me
do so, it would be these arguments against it" Unfortunately for
those of us who val ue log ic, these inane argument s seem destined
to be e ndless ly rccycled. As a survey o f the tradi ti onal
fundamentalist c rit icisms of the Book of Mormon, and for the
audience for wh ich it was intended, Griffi th's litt le book may be
usefu l in lim iting the da mage inflicted by the latest round of
publications in this singularly worthless ge nre.

Chris Heimerdinger, Daniel and Nephi. Salt Lake
City: Covenant, 1993. 197 pp. $9.95.
Clair Poulson, Samuel, Moroni ' s Young Warrior.
Salt Lake City: Covenant, 1993. 263 pp. $9.95.

Through a Glass, Brightly: Happenings in
Book of Mormon Fiction
Reviewed by Richard H. Cracroft
In my 1990 review-essay of Robert H. Moss's Tile Nephire
Chronicles" I suggested, after surveyi ng the paucity o f
imaginative literary renderings of Book of Mormon figures and
events, that Moss's seven- volume Chronicles was "something like
an event in the hi story of fictional treatments of the Book of
Mormon." In the same volume of Review of Books on the Book
of Mormon Elouise Bell reviewed Ch ris Heimerdinger's Tennis
Shoes Among the Nephires, a novel which has turn ed out to be,
now in it s eighth printing, not on ly another eve1l1 in the rise of
Book of Mormo n-centered fi ction, but a harbinger of further
such literary happenings.
In fact, Clair Poul son's Samuel. Moroni's Youn g Warrior
becomes such an event, with a well-told, fast-paced, exciting fir st
novel about Samuel, a sixteen-year-old who becomes a Ncphite
hero through freeing his village and, on jo ining Capta in Moroni .
freeing the ent ire land from the Lamanite yoke. LOS teenagers
wi ll e njoy this work, as wi ll parents will ing to wait their turn
patien tl y.
Thi s recent upsw ing of new events in Book of Mormoncentered fict ion is good news to those of us who see reading the
Book of Mormon as one indicator of the spi ritua l health of our
peopl e. Thi s increase in Book of Mormon- based fic tion suggests
1 Redell' of Books 011 the Book of Mormoll 2 (1990): 107- J 7.
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a general increase in familiarity with and integration of the stories
and message of the Book of Mormon into Latter-day Saint li ves.
Suc h fam il iarity and , one hopes, mastery, promote s among the
Sain ts, young and old, a fiction-engendering common know ledge
and confidence upon which a writer of fiction can build his or her
stories and exte nd the borde rs of our understanding.
C hri s Hei merdin ger is "anxious ly engaged" in the good
cause of doing just th at. In Tennis Shoes among the Nephites, the
reader may recall , Heimerdinge r time-launches, via a cave-toodeep, three conte mporary kid s from Cody , Wyoming , into the
midst of Book of Mormon warfare, includi ng Helaman and
Captai n Moron i. In his second Book of Mormon-based novel ,
CadialltOlls alld the Silver Sword, Heimerdinger nips the plot and
trans ports Gad ianl on robbers into a prese nt-day confrontat ion
with the same "Tennis Shoes gang," now nearly a decade older.
Now, hi s dynamic im agination unfla gg in g, C hri s
Heimerdinger has produced- for adult and teenage reader alikeanOlher event of Book of Mormon and bib lical proportions. In
pondering a response to an off-th c-c it y-wa ll question, "What if
Dan ie l and Nep hi had kn ow n each other as c hildren,"
HCime rd inge r co mes up with a plau sible, entertai nin g, and
thought-provok in g an swer in DanieL and Nephi, subtitled A Tale
of Eternal Friendship in a Land Ripen ing fo r Destruction . Daniel
and Nephi begi ns with Daniel , in Babylonian captivi ty, refl ect ing
upon his long-ago adventures with Nephi, who has s ince
di sappea red into the Arabian waste land. The novel e nds with
Nephi 's recollec tions, while on a ship bound to Heaven-OnlyKnows, of his preteen adven tures with Prince Daniel, who has now
disappeared into Babylonian capti vity.
Recoll ecting those adve ntures, DanieL and Nephi takes the
reader on a wh irl wind of Indiana-Jones+1ike adventures which
range from betraya l, murder, and abduction to stealth, ambush,
lion attacks, terrible flood, snap pin g crocodiles, and pitc hed
batt l e~-a ll played Qut in a milieu ri c h in F.A.R .M.S .substa ntiated , au thentic history and an thropology of Israel, Judah,
and Egypt, circa 609 B.C., and featuring , in what mu st be a first lime occ urrence, a cast of bibli ca l and Book of Mormon
characters.
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Daniel and Nephi, the protago ni sts, are two proud and
stubborn boys who, enrQute to their destinies as men of God, must
learn to shed thei r pride. struggle to keep their faith intact, and
make profound moral decisions, all-the-while wagin g battl e with
worldly ideas and fending off the treacheries of sche ming men.
Other characters are Lehi, Sariah , Laman, Lemue l, Sam, and
their dying (and unscriptural) sister Ha nnah ; as well as King

Josiah and Queen Hamutcl and their son Eliakim (later King
Je hoiak im) ; a nd . of co urse, Shad rach (Hanania h) , Mes hach
(Mishael ), and Abednego (Azariah).
Though the two lads are somet imes a bit 100 precociou s and
articulate fo r thei r age, Heimcrdinger's characte rizati on of Daniel
and Nephi is plausible and d ynamic. His portrayals o f Laman and
Le mue l are as rich and imaginative. but very different from, Orson
Scott Card's stereotype-shattering handling o f the erram brot he rs
in hi s Homecoming saga. He imerdinger's Lemuel is. surprising ly,
a devout reli gious zealot who becomes disillu sioned in the face of
adversity and turns his back o n God. Laman. on the other hand. is
an agnostic who e mbraces a carpe diem worldview and reve ls in
the flesh pOlS of Egypt.
Hc imerdingc r reveals in the merchant Leh i and hi s so ns the
seeds of character which wi ll later blossom into the events of
I Nephi . For examp le, at o ne point in the novel Le hi must suffer
the consequences of his failure to heed the warning of the Lo rd . a
failure which will prepare him (the reader understands) to heed.
obey, and act when, sometime late r, he is com manded to lake hi s
famil y and flee Je ru sa lem. Each of Heimerdinger's charac te rs
stru ggles, with varyi ng success, to find the true God, understand
his relat ionship with God , build faith and trust in God, and learn to
love hi s fellow beings.
This know ledge comes piecemeal to Daniel and Nephi, as the
intrepid pair, in an attempt to save King Josiah and the kingdom
from the treachery of palace intrigues. em bark on a series of
Spielbergian adventures which will take them from Jerusalem to
Me mphis and back to the battlefi eld of Megiddo. 100 late to undo
the treachery which lead s to Kin g Jos iah 's and Israel's undoingand eve ntuall y tri ggers the Baby lon ian capti vit y and Daniel's ro le
as exi led prince/prophet. But not before he g ives his friend Nephi
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the present of (aha!) a cost ly bow, which Nephi will carry with him
into hi s family 's self-imposed exile/pilgrimage.
One of my student s wrote sagaciously, "Reading Daniel and
Nephj is like eating breakfast cerea l. It' s quick, deliciou s, and
underneath it all may be hiding some fortified nutrients if you
read the side of the box carefully." Enjoy the meal-though ,
from the looks of things, it seems we can anticipate more of these
plenteous (if nutritionally thin) repasts from the table of Book of
Mormon fiction.

H. Michael Marquardt and Wesley P. Walters,
Inventing Mormonism: Tradition and the Historical
Record. Salt Lake City, Utah: Smith Research
Associates, 1994. xxxvi + 244 pp., appendices,
bibliography, index. $28.95.

Just the Facts Please
Reviewed by Richard L. Bushman
The title of In venting Mormonism arouses expectat ions that
are not actually reali zed in the reading of the book. Laltcr·day
Saints use verbs like revealed or restored to exp lain how
Mormonism came about. The word inventillg impli es that
somebody concocted Mormonism; it was made up by an inventor
of religion. The name of Wesley Walters as second author
increases the expectation that the book wi ll tell how Joseph Sm ith
in vented hi s visions, the doctrines, the Book of Mormon-the
whole story. Walters's 1969 Dialogue essay on the Palmyra
revival had concluded with the thought that Joseph got mi xed up
about the date of the revival-saying it was 18 19- 20 rather than
1824 when the records all say it happened- because he was
fab ricating the story of the vision. The log ical extens ion of this
line of allack would be to discover more contradict ions between
the "trad ition" that Joseph made up about himself and the facts
of the "hi storical record," The tone of the book would be
iconoclastic, skeptica l, and argumentat ive, and the book would
expose Joseph Smith in the act of inventing the Mormon religion.
If Wesley Walters had not died in 1990, the book mi ght ha.ve
taken that tack. Walters had a debater's temperament. He loved to
take on an opponen t's propositi on and score points against it. A
mild·mannered , courteous explication of historical documents
would not have been to his taste. Michael Marquardt writes in
another spirit. He makes no effort to show Joseph making up
Mormonism. Marquardt claims on ly that "as the documents
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reveal, some events differed from what has been traditionally
taught." He expl icitly refuses to say Joseph was a charlatan: "we
have long si nce abandoned the s imple prophet-fraud dichotomy
that others sti ll find so compelling. Our intent is to understand, not
to debunk" (p. 197). Marquardt rejects the conscious·fraud
hypothesis; in hi s opinion Joseph was si ncere. "Smith believed
that he spoke with supernatural beings, and he produced
impressive transcripts of interviews with them. Whether he actually
did is ultimately a maHer of faith" (pp. 197-98).
Marquardt and Walters have searched the archives for thirty
years looking for documents related to Joseph Smith's story of
his evolution from farm boy to prophet. In that time. they have
dug up a lot of material. nOI elaborate new reminiscences, but tiny
fragments. like Joseph Smit h, Sr.'s, name on a Palmyra road tax
list. These sma ll clues can be helpful, especially when there are
questions abou t the exact location of the family at a given time.
Since Joseph Smith looms so large today, we want to know
everyth ing about him. For the early years before he stepped into
his public role, these tiny details are especiall y va luable. The
authors deserve fu ll credit for their arduous search and for adding
new material to the record of Joseph Smith ,
The chief target of Marquardt'S and Walters's analysis is the
story Joseph wrote about his early life in 1838, the familiar
account now found in the Pearl of Great Price. In their prologue,
the authors quote the story in its unedi ted form up through the
firs t meeting with the messenger at Cumorah in 1823. Although
Marquardt and Walters deal with events through the fall of 1830,
they highlight this account of the early years as the core of the
"tradition" against which they wish to compare the " hi storical
record. "
What is new or interesti ng in their findings? There are lots of
small matters that elaborate the story and can be incorporated
wit hout controversy. For long stretches in the book the narrative
seems to follow a slight ly idiosyncratic path dictated by sources
that the authors have discovered or choose to emphasize, but
without veeri ng far from the traditional account. In these passages,
a reader will encounter few surpri ses while appreciating the new
light thrown on familiar events and people.
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In three places, however, narrati ve gives way to argument as
the autho rs attempt to d ynamite a segment of the trad iti onal sto ry
and cut a ne w path. The fir st argume nt has to d o with the lime
when the S miths moved to thei f Manchester farm . The main point
is that they could not have purchased the land unt il Jul y 1820
when power of attorney was passed from the owners of the land,
the Nic holas Eve rtson heirs, to theif agent in Ihe Mancheste r area.
Before that dale, no one in Ihe Palmyra area had the authority to
se ll the farm. Moreover, as late as April 1822 , Joseph, S r. , and
Alvin were still li sted o n the Pa lmyra la x list, suggesting Ihal Ihey
did not mo ve to the farm until thc fo llo wi ng summe r.
The late date is troubleso me because the First Vis ion event s
whi ch occurred on the Mancheste r farm a re dated by Jose ph
Smith to the spring of 1820, three mo nths before li tle cou ld have
passed. The point is that Joseph ' s c hrono logy docs not appear to
j ibe with the historical record lake n from docume nts in Palmyra
and Ontari o County arc hi ves.
The impact of these fac ts, however, is mitigated by others that
the authors fum up. Th e moSI important is fhat by April of
1820- perhaps as early as the spring of IBl 9- Joseph S mith . Sr..
was residing at the southern boundary of Pa lmyra , o n the e dge of
what was to become Manchester, land whi ch be lo nged to Sa mu el
Jen nings, a Palmyra merchant. The family built a cabi n on a site
within fi fty feet of the farm they were to bu y fo rmall y in th e
summer of 1820. They may not have pu rc hased the fa rm until
July 1820, but they were there in time fo r the traditiona l dating of
the First Vision.
The question, then. is why build a cabin so near th e fa rm and
ye l not quite o n the property? A vari ety of ex planati o ns fo r that
peculi ar fact suggest the mselves. The mispl aced cabin could have
been an error on the S miths' part , as Larry Porter has argued. The
S mith s sim ply mi sju dged where the boun dary was. W e can
imagine ho w the mi stake ca me aboul. The fam il y was interested in
th e la nd and was waiting fo r the powe r of att orn ey 10 be
transmitted before clos ing the deal. While they conti nued wi th odd
j obs and sales of craft items to support themselves, they wanted to
start clearing land so as to be able to plant in the spring of 1820: a
fe w months' delay would have de prived them of an entire year' s
harvest. The Evertson agent would have been happy to have them
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clearing land and puuing in crops before title passed; cleared land
was more valuable than forested in those days. The Smiths were
the ones taki ng the risk, and as impoverished farm ers who had
rented land fo r over fifteen years, they were more than willing.
Why else wou ld they have built a cabin on the Manchester
boundary if not to work on the land, which they fully expected to
contract for withi n a few month s? Without the benefit of the
owner's surveyor, they mi sjudged th e location of the boundary
and built on the wrong spot.
The authors say Samuel Jenn ings "would hardly have allowed
Smi th to mi stakenl y build on hi s land" (p. I I). But why not? He
would gel a log cabin ou t of the deal with possibly no expense to
himse lf. Man y owners of large tracts granled developmental leases
at extremel y low renlS for the very purpose of hav in g land cleared
and bu ildi ngs constructed. If Jen nings was an yt hin g like ot her
landowners, he wo uld have been deli ghted to have the Smiths
dropping trees and putting up buildings .
Poss ibl y neither Jennings nor the Sm iths knew where the cabin
stood when it first went up. One of the authors' va luable finding s
is a Palmyra record that says the Stafford road was lai d out from
the Sm iths' cab in to Main Street in the village center. The survey
was run on June 13, IS20, which means that there was not a road
to the cabin when the Smiths built it in ISI9 . It was probably on a
tin y pat h deep in the woods. With no sign at the Manchester
boundary tellin g them where their property began, they could
easil y have erred.
A simpl e ex planation of the epi sode comes fro m Pomeroy
Tucker, a Palmyra resident who claimed to know the Smiths. He
says the Smith s squatted on the Eve rt son land before they
contracted for it. In hi s memory, the farm was in Manchester and
the "one-story, smoky log- house, which they had bui lt prior to
removing there" was on the fa rm. I The fifty- foot di screpancy did
not register with Tucker.
The confu sion caused by the locati on error plagued the
official reco rd s for two years. In I S2 1 and I S22 Joseph, Sr.,
continued to be listed on the Palmyra road tax li st, because the
cabi n was in the town , and yet in 1820 he appears on the U.S.
I Origin. Rise (lnd Progress of Mormonism . ... (New York: D. ApplclOn
Jnd Company. 1867). 12-13.
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Census as a resident of Manchester since hi s farm was there. For a
couple of years, the Smiths were of two lowns.
In the end, the new documents amplify rather than disrupt the
tradit ional record . Indeed they confi rm it in a number of sma ll
way s. We now have furt her ev idence that the Smiths were li vi ng
within fi ft y feet of Manc hester by the spring of 1820 when the
First Vision occurred, just as Joseph' s 1838 accoun t says . AI the
end of the chapter, the authors attempt to insert onc new twi st.
They claim that the Smiths had two cabin s. one on the Jenn ings
property befo re they purchased the fa rm, and the other on the ir
own farm erected probably by 1822 when Joseph , Sr., finall y
moved out of Palmy ra to his own land . Bu t that puts the Smiths in
the anoma lous position of bu ildin g a ne w cab in in 1822, at the
very mo ment when they were planni ng an expensive new frame
house. With the evide nce given us, eve n accepti ng some d ub ious
chronology in the authors ' account, the second cabin hypothesis
looks li ke an implausible surmi se.
T he Palmyra re viva l, th e s ubjec t of anot he r of the
argumentative chapters, presents more serious proble ms. There are
two incongru ities to be explained. One is the date of the " unusual
excitement on the subject of religion" in the pl ace where Joseph
lived .2 The other is an apparent c hrono logica l contradi ction in
Joseph Smith ' s own story .
Pa lmyra underwent known rev ivals in 18 16- 17 and 1824- 25,
but none in 18 19- 20 in the months preced in g the Fi rst Vi sion.
The authors assemble evidence from many sources to demo nstrate
the intensity of the 1824-25 rev iva l and claim th is e mphati c
e xperie nce must have been the me mory that Joseph re ferred to.
M ilton Backman and I have assumed that Joseph was thinki ng of
reviva ls in nearby towns ; ·'the pl ace whe re we lived " includ ed
more than Palmyra vill age or Manchester. That still may be the
best e xplanation, with newly di scovered evidence no w a va ilable of
Method ist camp meetings goi ng on through the spring of 1820 in
the " vi c in ity" of Pa lmyra . 3 But Marvi n Hi ll acce pts the
2 Dean C. Jessee. ed .. The Papers of Joseph Sm ith: Amobiographical and
Historical WriliTlgs. vol.. t (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book. (989). 269.
3 Walte r A. Norton has discovered a Pa/mYTn Regjsl l'~ artic le in the 28 J une
1820 issue that reported the death of an into xicated man in Palmy ra village and
claimed he obtai ned liquor al ·'n camp-meeting held in this vicini ty." When
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Marquardt-Walters argument that "t he place whe re we li ved"
must have meant Palmyra, Other littl e scraps of ev idence support
the 1824- 25 date.
The second incongruity is a c hrono logical contrad iction in
Jose ph' s 1838 accoun t. He says th at . his fa th er moved fro m
Vermont to Palmyra in Joseph's tenth year, which by all historians
has been interpreted to mean when he was ten, or in 18 16. ( In
othe r accounts he says he was len, and a number of fa cls make
1816 the logical date.) Then Joseph says that "in about four years
after my fath er's arrival at Palmyra, he moved with hi s family into
Manchester."4 Taking ad vantage of the word llbou t, and the
question of how to count ha lf years, and know ing that the Smiths
made the ir move to the Manc hester boundary before April 1820,
we can still fit Joseph's account with the known facts and put the m
in their forest cab in perhaps in the fall of 1819 or maybe the
winter of 18 19-20.
But then comes the contrad iction. Joseph goes on to say that
"someti me in the second year after our removal to Manchester,
there was in the place where we li ved an unusual exc ite ment on the
subject o f re li gion,"S That sentence moves the v ision to at least
1821; Marquardt thinks the text implies 1822 ( p. I). And since
the First Vision came after the revival, the vision would be still
later by Joseph' s reckoning here, e ither 182 1 or 1822. Yet he says
that he was in hi s fifteenth year during the religious s trife, which
would be 1820, and states spec ificall y that he went to pray in the
spring o f 1820. That date and the tota1 of around six years since
the move to Palmy ra do not jibe.
Marquardt exempts the 1832 account of Joseph 's vision from
this chrono logical tangle . Joseph does not enmes h that experience
in famil y o r town hi story, nor does he make any mention o f a
rev ival. He reports that " fr om the age of twelve years to fifteen I

criticized. the editor e:wlleraled the Methodists from blame, as if they were the
chief use rs of the campground. but asserted that the dissolute freq uently resorted
10 the campground for liquor. implying that the grou nds were commonly ill usc.
"Comparative Images: Mormonism and Contemporary Religions as Seen by
Village Newspapermen in Western New York and Northeastern Ohio, 18201833" (Ph.D. Diss .. Brigham Young Unive rsity, 1991),255.
4 Jessee, Papers, 269.
5 Ihid.
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pondered many things in my heart concern ing the situation of the
world," and says nothin g about a revival. 6 Because of the absence
of contradict ions with the historical record, Marquardt believes
that in 1820 or 182 1 Joseph experienced the personal fo rgiveness
of si ns reported in the 1832 account. The problem lies with the
later story where so much is made of the re vival as a dri ving
moti vation for Joseph's religious inquiry.
Can we reconcile all of the conflictin g evide nce and gel back
to th e actual chronology of events from 18 16 to 1824? At this
point, I think we must acknowledge the possibility of an error
somewhere in Joseph 's chronology, simpl y because of the internal
contradiction. On the other hand, we are well-advised to take care
in overthrowing the report of a person who was on the scene
merely because circumstanti al evidence raises doubts. Can we be
absolutely sure that we know Joseph must have been referring to
the 1824 revival when he wrote his story? Marquardt specu lates
that he conflated events: "Perhaps Smith in re trospect blended in
his mind events from 1820 with a rev iva l occurrin g four years
later" (p. 32). Possibly , but th at co nclu sion, based on the
con fid ence that we know better than the person who was there,
seems premature to me.
While the ev idence is still under review, a not her hypothesis
should be kept in mind. This reconstruction of events grows out
of two facts. One is that Joseph 's 1839 story says very little about
a revival. It mainly discusses religious turmoil, the con te ntion
among pastors and priests over the denominati onal c hoices of the
converts. Religious competition. not convers ions, stirred Joseph's
feelings. So far none of the hi storical records have shed light on
this sec tarian warfare, although it loomed larger in Joseph's mind
than the revivals themselves. We will understand the c hronology
better when we locate ev idence of these battles, not the revivals
alone. The revivals were usua ll y depicted as times of
denominational cooperat ion and general good feeling , and all of
the accounts that the authors cite offer no hint of compe tition.
The stories add up the new members in all of the denominations
as if the combined conversions mattered most. Can these be the
revivals that Joseph ~ad in mind ?

6

tbid., p. 5.
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The second fact is that in the 1832 account Jose ph does not
brood over these matters for six months or a year as is assumed in
the usual interpretation of the 1839 account. Re ligious confusion
trou bled him from his twelfth to fifteenth year. For three years he
su ffered "g ri ef to my sou l" as he contemplated "the contentions
and di vi[ s Ji ons th e wickeld Jn ess and abominations and the
darkness which pervaded the minds of mankind." Durin g thi s
time he became convicted of his sin s and found that mankind had
"apostat ized from the true and li ving faith."7
Noth in g In the 1838 account co ntradicts the prot rac ted
chronology of the 1832 story. In the later version , Joseph says
that the revival started the contention; how long it took before the
confli cts broke oul , or how long before hi s questions came to a
head is not indicated. In fact. the c hronologies of the two would
coinc ide if one word in Joseph 's 1839 account were changed. If
the text read "sometime in the second year after our remova l to
Palmy ra," rather Ihan "aft er our removal to Manchester," the
stories would blend. Two years after the re moval to Palmyra.
Joseph was twel ve, the year in the 1832 account when his mind
became "seriou sly imprest."8
While we are reexamining the various stories looking for a key
to reconci le the contradict ions, we should search the years around
\817, Joseph 's twelfth year and the second year after the Smiths'
removal to Palmyra, for signs of religious turmoil. We know there
was a revival in 181 6-17. How does it fit the description of the
1839 account? Is there evide nce of denominational co mpetition in
its aftermath that could account for Joseph's three yea rs of
religious grief? Oliver Cowdery reported that the Methodist
minister George Lane had an influence on Joseph. Lane attended
a conference in the town next to Palmyra in the summer of 1819.
An interview then might ha ve brought Joseph 's anguished quest
to a point and led to the prayer in the woods. The authors try to
move the date of the revival s forward to I824- 25. In the search
for the religious turmoil that prompted Joseph' s inquiry, we
shou ld also look back to 1817.
In the final argument, the au thors take up the strange matte r
of the place where the Church was organized. How can there be a
7 Ibid.

S Ibid.
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question when so many people were present, and we have agreed
on Fayette and the Whitmer house for so long? The authors argue
for Manchester and Hyrum S mith 's house because of three
primary bits of evidence. (I) In the spring of 1833. Th e Evening
and Morning Star twice named Manchester as the location ; (2) the
hea ding s of s ix re ve lation s in th e original Boo k of
Commandments arc dated April 6, 1830. and arc located in
Manchester, including the curre nt D&C 2 1 which is associated
with the organization of the Church: and (3) William Smith in hi s
later account of Mormonism, publi shed in 1883 as Wi lliam Smith
on Mormon ism, localed the organization at Manchester.
The story changed by May of 1834. The later editi ons of Th e
Evening and Morning Star published in Kirtland. Joseph's 1838
hi story. and virtuall y every other history named Fayette. The two
exception s, anomalously, are Orson Pratt 's 1840 Rem arkable
Visions and Joseph Smith's own letter to John Wentworth in 1842.
In hi s 1887 Address to All Believers in Christ. David Whitmer
insisted the Church was organized in his father's hou se.
Where does thi s leave us? Not a lot is at stake in terms of the
prophet' s integrit y, the divinity of the Churc h, or th e ongoi ng
flow of the story . The authors quote T . Edgar Lyon o n the
importance of accuracy about trivial facts, and who can di sagree?
It is just that ri ght now there seems to be no way of definitively
adjudicating the conflic t. In the meantime, Jose ph 's and David
Whitmer's naming of Fayette as the site of the o rgani zation must
be given due weight. The presumption of truth is in their fa vor
considering that both were present. The case for Manchester is
weakened because the ev idence in The Evening and Morning Star
and the Book of Commandment s can be accounted for by the
e rror of one man, William W. Phelps, the editor in Independence
who oversaw the publication of both texts. Once an error like that
creeps in. shadows can turn up in subsequent accounts, such as
Orson Pratt 's Remarkable Visions and even William Smith's story
of Mormonism. It seems more parsimonious to attribute an error
to Ph e lp s than to both Joseph Sm ith and David Whitmer,
eyewitnesses of the o rgani zatio n. The aut ho rs have assembled
vari ous scraps of additi onal ci rcumstantial evidence in support of
their case, but not enough to be determinative. While they try \0
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explain why Joseph may have changed the story, we should look
equall y hard for reasons why Phelps would err.
These are In venting Mormonism's substanti ve challenges to
the traditional story. Beyond the speci fic finding s, however, th e
book raises question s about method. The investigation makes
certain commonsense assumptions which may not be as evident as
the authors say. The structure, the tone, and the claim s of the book
are based on the distinction between interpretation and fact, a
distinction which they believe is obvious. The authors' primary
endeavor is to bring forward the fa cts, leaving the interpretation to
their readers. As they say in the conclus ion, "A lthough it has
become fashionable in some quarters to quote Martin Heidegger's
axiom that 'there arc no facts. only interpretation,' we believe that
facts exist and that an array of different interpretations is
possible" (p. 197). In the openi ng pages, they present an eleven·
page "Chronology of Mormon Origins" where they summarize
the facts as they understand them . The authors' narrative posture
is that they have assembled these facts from trustworthy historical
documents, some of which are in clear contradiction to the
traditi onal account. The readers are then left to choose between
the facts of the hi storical record and the "fabrication s" of the
traditional account.
The authors are probably right in thinking that most readers
believe facts can be separated from interpretat ion. We all know
what they mean by the distinction. But Inventing Mormonism
moved thi s reader to reconsider the truth of Heidegger's insight
about "facts" being inevitably enveloped in interpretation. The
distinction may not be entirely obvious after all.
Interpretation trespasses upon fact in one clear instance in the
chronology of Mormon origi ns. The authors li st under 1825 the
admission of Lucy and three of the Smith children into the
Palmyra Presbyterian church as if this were a well·attested fact.
But the authors have no direct evidence that this highly contested
event occurred in 1825. It takes a number of less·than·rock-solid
deductions to turn a collection of circumstantial scraps into a fact.
More significant is the entire cast of the chronology and what
the authors choose to deem as fact and what they choose 10 leave
in the realm of interpretati on. One of the interpretive themes of
the boo k is the large role of money·digging in Smith family
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culture. In a c hapter titled "Manc hester Scrye r," th e au th ors
quote li berall y from the Staffords. Willard C hase. and a co ll ection
of others who spoke of treasure-seek ing. Since the magical culture
of nineteenth-centu ry Yankees no longer see ms foreign to the
Latter-day Saint image of the Smith fa mil y, the decision 10
include material from E. D. Howe, Mormonism Un ve iLetf9 or
Naked Truth s abollt Mormonism lO does not itself provoke debate.
The questi on is why these factual materials are introd uced
while othe rs from sources equall y close 10 the lime peri od
produced by people who were indisputably present are left out. A
book with a titl e so encompass ing as Inventing Morm o nism
impli es that all the relevant facts will find a place. Why then are
the state me nts of the three witnesses to the Boo k of Mormon
plates not li sted in the chronology? Martin Harri s, David Whitmer,
and Oliver Cowdery are cited for othe r purpose s, particularly
Martin Harri s. Their state ment about the ange l and the platcs
appeared in the first ed ition of the Book of Mormon published in
1830 and was never repudiated by any of them. It is one of the
earliest texts on earl y Mormon history. Why is it not part of the
"i nventi on" of Mormoni sm?
The an swer is obvious . The appearance of an an gel with
go ld en plates is so far beyond the realm of conventional
experience that the authors are reluctant to consider it among their
"fact s." The testimony of the three witnesses exi sts in the realm
of the fabulou s along with Joseph 's re velations, even though the
documentation, from a narrow methodological viewpo int , is
entirely authentic. Revelations cannot be fact s in the schema of
thi s book. Events recorded in conte mporaneous docu ments onl y
become fact s if they are judged believable. As Hci degger was
trying to tell us, fac ts presume interpretation.
To give the authors credit , they weave at least one fabul ous
occ urrence into their account. Hon orin g sources clo se to the
event , they include the trip to the hill for the plates among their
facts. Their methodo logy compels them to li st that eve nt because
it appears in the sources, not just in Joseph's offi cial accoun t, but
in Lucy Smith 's and Joseph Knight 's. Despite any wish to explain
away the plates, the authors remained true to their methodology
9 Painesville. Ohio: By the aut hor. 1834.
10 Yale University Library.
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and bravely recorded in their chronology under 22 September
1829, "Joseph Jr. visits a nearby hill taking Emma with him in
Joseph Knight 's wagon, He find s gold plates in a stone box and
hides the plates in a fallen tree top" (p. xxx). The reason fo r the
inclusion is clear. To eliminate the trip to the hill, along with the
transportati on of the plates and the hours of translation, requires
tortuous textual acrobatics. In terms of the raw material s of
hi story, it is far easier to tell the story of Mormon origins with the
divine events left in because people close to the history told it that
way .
All in all , In venting Mormonism is a far cry in both spi rit and
su bstan ce from the iconoclastic studi es of Mormoni s m that
de scen d from E. D. Howe and Alexander Campbell to Fawn
Brodie and the earl y Wesley Walters. The book assembles material
that has not been part of the record before, and in good faith
offers variant readings of Joseph Smith's history. I have taken
excepti on to the most critical conclusions, but I like the book . I
admire the research, and I appreciate the genero us, fair-minded
tone of the writing. The book makes a genuine effort to be irenic,
and I hope that Mormon readers will accept the work in the spirit
in which it is offered .

Monte S. Nyman, and Charles D. Tate, Jr., eds., The
Book oj Mormon : 3 Nephi 9-30, This Is My Gospel.
Papers from the Eighth Annual Book of Mormon
Symposium, 1993.
Provo, UT: Religious Studies
Center, Brigham Young University, 1993. 270 pp.,
with indexes. $11.95.

Reviewed by Jennifer Clark Lane
The collection of articles in Th e Book of Mormon: 3 Neph i 930. This Is My Gospel serves as another witness of the richness and
depth of the Book of Mormon account of the Savior's ministry in
the Americas. Like the previous volumes from annual Book of
Mormon sy mposia held at Brigham Young University, this
collection contains a variety of faithful interpretations of and
insights into the Book of Mormon. Most of the authors explore
the complexity of Christ's message, focu sing on such topics as
mi ssionary trainin g, Exodus typology, the command to be perfect
as a command to have charity, repentance, prayer, the Twelve,
covenant, ministering, and coming unto Christ.
Of course the power and excitement of scriptural stud ies is
that even while one analysis can provide a new insight to sp iritual
truths, it cannot begin to encompass or explain the entirety of the
tex t. Each of the arguments in thi s collection provides an
interesting, and sometimes cruc ial, insight into the message of
Christ in the Americas, but none precludes the in sights of another.
This is why the scriptures are always the source and why writings
about the scriptures must always justify themselves by giving us an
increased ability to return to the source more able to read and
understand.
These articles justify themselves with varying degrees of
success. Some of the most powerful manage both a close reading
of the text combined with insight as to how thi s can make a
difference in our li ves. As Robert L. Millet comments in his
article, "Th is is My Gospel," "some things simpl y matter more
than others. Some topics of discussion, eve n intellectually
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stimu latin g ones, mu st take a back seat to more fundamental
verities" (p. II ). In his article he does not attempt to break new
ground, bu t by focus ing on the doctrine of Christ as taught in 3
Nephi he presents a powerfu l discussion of what the Book of
Mormon is all about. Alt hough many of the articles are more
textually oriented and present more original analyses of the text,
this is the artic le that I would send to a friend with whom I wanted
to share a vision of what the Book of Mormon is intended to
teach .
The gospe l is the glad tidings concernin g the infinite and
eterna l ato ning sacrifice of the Lord Jesus Chri st. The
Atonement is central. It is the hub of the wheel; all other
matters are spokes at best. The good news is that we can be
changed, be converted. become different people in and
through Christ. The good news is that we can come to
perceive an ent irely new realm of reality, a realm unknown
to the world at large. It is a new life, a new life in Chri st.
(p. 22)

Millet persuasively demonstrates how this good news of Christ's
atonement is central to 3 Nephi.
One of the most ori gi nal an d insightful papers in th e
collection draws it s strength from a careful rhetorical analysis.
Neal E. Lambert's "The Symbo lic Unity of Chri st's Ministry in 3
Nephi" exami nes the symbols and reality of Christ's body and
his invi tat ion to come to him in a way that connects the expression
of the message to what the message means for us. Lambert's
carefu l literary analysis reveals connect ions between the Nephites'
experience of tOUCh ing and being healed by the resurrected Christ
and his establishment of the sacrament. This analysis and insight
make the too-oft en abstracted invitation to "come unto Christ"
take new life. By looking at both what is said and how it is said,
Lambert avoid s the trap of reducing the events to simple doctrinal
or historical statements. He notes Chri st's repetition of the words
feel and see in hi s in vitati on to the people. "C learl y the
implication of this repetition is that this experie nce is not exclusive
to the first encoun ter" (p. 204), but instead is an invitation to the
whole world. He argues that experience beyond mere intellect is
connected to the estab lishment of the sacrament,
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it would seem that the Savior intended in feel and see the
notion that, at least fo r those who are prepared, imbedded
in the sacramental experie nce are the means of sensi ng
and know ing, of fee li ng and seeing almost exactl y Ihe
same as th ose physical means of knowi ng with which the
Neph ite fai th ful were first pri vileged earl ier that day.
Indeed the central focus and the grand pattern of 3 Nephi
is the testament that Christ Jives and that we can come unto
hi m. (p. 205)
This analysis extends th e sa me in vitati on to each of us to
participate in a sav ing and heal ing relationship with Christ.
Another outstandi ng article that draws its strength and insights
from a thorough textual analysis is S. Kent Brown's "Moses and
Jesus: The Old Adorns the New." He carefu lly demonstrates how
Christ repeatedly referred to Moses to exp lain his own mission.
This analys is of C hrist's words and actions in li ght of Moses and
the redemption of Israel from Egypt adds meaning to both the
Old Testamen t account and Christ's role as Redeeme r. Part icu larly
interestin g is his deve lopmen t of the para lle ls between the
Israe lites' bondage and redemption and th at redem ption which
Christ prov ides fro m sin . Here Brown offers a detailed analys is of
th e need fo r the ident ification of a n agent of redemption,
apply in g the ancient Near Easte rn eleme nts to both Moses
speaking before Pharaoh and C hrist speaking to the Nephi tes.
Th is comparison adds strength and mean in g to Christ's message
of redemption.
If, the n, Jesus was the envoy or representative who came in
his own name and in that of the Father and if his purpose
was to rescue his people fro m bot h Satan and their ow n
sinful state what, we mi ght as k, d id he bring as hi s
credentials? We need not look far. He bore the proofs of
hi s rescue mission in his own body. (p. 97)
He further discusses Christ's use of the phrase "I AM" in light of
Moses at the burn ing bus h a nd the Gos pel of Joh n's " I am"
say in gs, prov iding furt her insight into the role and importance of
C hrist's self- identifi cation.
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Two other articles that offer distinctive new interpretations are
Robert A. Cloward's "The Savior's Missionary Training Sermon
in 3 Nephi" and Joseph Fielding McConkie's "The Doctrine of a
Covenant People," They both provide fresh in sig ht s, but
sometimes in the attempt to establish their own reading over
familiar interpretations they risk offeri ng an exclusive
interpretation. Readers will be interested to read and consider the
claims for themselves.
Cloward argues that the teachings in the Sermon in Bountiful
"stand apart in their missionary training purpose from the
remainder of Jesus ' personal ministry among the Nephites and
Lamanites" (p. 134). This is an impressive effort to defend the
unity and practicality of the Beatitudes, but the attempt to find a
sin gle explanation someti mes seems too sing le ~ minded . It may
very well be that thi s message was directed at the Twelve and
others pre paring to be missionaries, but does this mean that the
message applied only to missionaries, as Cloward argues?
"Seek ye first the kin gdom of God" (v 33), though often
quoted out of context to apply to everyone, is actually
counsel directed only to those involved in full~time
ministry. Jesus promised his Twelve that their needs would
be met if they would build his kingdom as their first
priority. For the rest of us, whose ministry is only part~
time, we must indeed take thought for our physical
upkeep and not expect that God or others will take care of
all our needs. (p. 133)
Of course the responsibility to support oneself is not
applicable to full~time missionaries and the Twelve, but does that
mean that the rest of us do not need to seek first the kingdom of
God, trusting that God will add unto us what we need? President
Benson has recently renewed this promise, say ing, "When we put
God first, all other things fall into their proper place or drop out
of our lives."1 Efforts to narrow scriptural meanings in order to
defend against misinterpretation often cause the loss of less
concrete dimensions of the commandments.
I Eua Taft Benson, "The Great Commandment-Love the Lord." Ensign 18
(May 1988): 4.
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Another c hallenging interpretatio n is provided by Joseph
Fieldi ng McConkie in "The Doctrine of a Covenan t People ."
This article stresses the vitality of the principle of covenants to
both 3 Nephi and the gospel. Covenant is very important to

Chri st's appearance and teach ings. and McCo nkie offers
important insights. In addition, he offers an interpretation that is
both intri guing and possibly problematic. McConkie suggests that

"w hat we have traditi onally supposed to be the ordinance of
sacrament" (p. 172) in 3 Nephi 18 and 20 is instead a covenant
meal like that wh ich the elders of lsrael ate with the Lord on Me
Si nai (Exodus 24: II ). Thi s is a ri ch and im po rtant suggestion.
Clearly "something more is taking place" (p. I72), but to suggest
that Christ was not also establishing the sacrament at this point is
to igno re his explanation that this was a mode l for further use:
"And this shall ye always observe to do, even as I have done. even
as I have broken bread and blessed it and g iven it unto you" (3
Nephi 18:6).
Indeed, to all of the authors ' credit. the articles in Ihis vol ume
are primaril y centered on what Christ did and taught. Even with a
collection of sixteen papers. there are, of course, severa l sect ions
of 3 Nephi 9-30 that receive less attention . The two last chapters.
Mormon's prophecies and warnings. were basically ignored ; had
they been connected with the precedin g text , they could give an
interestin g in sight into the message of the sect ion as a whole.
Another section that may seem less vital, but that could have been
profitably di scussed in more depth, is the c itation of Malac hi and
Isaiah. While these are not new tex ts, their inclusion in thi s section
is sign ificant and promising for further study.
These c ursory eva luat ions o nl y touch on the rich vari ety of
insights found in The Book of Morm on: 3 Nephi 9- 30, This Is My
Gospel. The six tee n au tho rs offer a wide assortme nt of
observations, reflecting different backgrounds and perspecti ves .
Although they may not all agree with eac h other, or we mig ht not
agree wit h them a ll , it is encouraging to know that Christ's
teachings in the Americas are receivin g a thoughtful evaluati on.

E. L. Peay, The Lands of Zarahemla. Salt Lake City :
Northwest Publishing, 1993. 314 pp. $9.95.

Reviewed by Les Campbell
The book The Lands of Za rahemla by E. L. Peay , one of the
latest attempts to ex plain Book of Mormon geography, generally
foll ows th e geographical chronology outlined in the Book of
Mormon. Peay's commentary begins with the departure of Lehi
into the wilderness and ends with Alma 52. I assume the author
plans a second volume.
Peay's interpretat ion of Lehi 's travels is shown on the map on
page 40. According to the author, the eight years of travel by the
Le hi group took them 530 miles south of Jeru salem to the Red
Sea. Somewh ere close to the imaginary Tropic of Cancer li es
U mi at where Pear has the trave lers turn east and traverse the
Ambian Penin sula just north of the Empty Quarter. They arri ve at
AI Kasab. just south of the Straits of Hormu z. A map of the
possibl e oases used by Lehi along the route is included on page
36. Peay then has Lehi 's party cross the Persian Gulf, presumably
in a boat of some sort, and from there east across the pl ains of
no rthern India. Barges are built at least twice for travel on the
Yamuna and Ganges Rivers. Th is allows for 800 miles of travel on
th e water. On the next leg of the journey, Le hi follows the
Brahmaputra Ri ver through Burma and eventuall y arrives at the
East Ch in a Sea. In Peay's second option to thi s last leg , Lehi fl oats
down the Honghui River. arri ving at Macau near the South China
Sea.
Peay suggests the prese nt -day cit y of Hong Kong as a
probable land of Bounti ful , part of a route used in 1000 B.C . by
the Chinese, Ind ians, Asian s. and Europeans. As Lehi traveled
through this area, Peay believes he was ex posed to many cultural
traits that later show up in the promised land. Peay believes that all
the requirements of Bountiful met in this area. He also believes
that the sea currents and prevailing winds to be ri ght to help Leh i
arrive at the promised land .
I was extremely di sappointed in the lack of sources in a book
300 pages long which claims "amazing cross-referencing between
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the Book of Mormon and the work of anthropologists and
archeologists in Central America" (back cover; see also p. iii),
This book does not deli ver the goods. Peay used eighteen sources
outside the scriptures and referred to them forty times. Half of
these refe rences are fro m Ferguson and Royce's book M aya
Ruins in Central America in Color l and The World Book Year
Book of /968,2 Another quarter come from a variety of atlases,
issues of National Geographic, Time-Life books, and
encyclopedias.
The author very nearly ignores all maj or research of the last
twenty-five years. Names of anthropologists and archaeologists
that could and should have appeared in hi s footnotes a nd
bibliograph y might have included Carter, Coe, Freidel, Houston,
l ett, Kelly, Scheale, Stephen s, Stuart, and Thompson-all worldrenowned scholars in the area of Peay's study .
With the exception of two quotes from Nibley's " Lachis h
Letters," Peay also see ms to ignore e ntirely the research of
respected LDS scholars who have made significant contribution s
to our understanding of the many cultural and geographical facets
of potential relationship to the Book of Mormon. The only hint of
Peay's awareness of LDS scholars is some similarity in his
geography to l oe Allen's arrangement of Nephite cities along the
east coast of the land of Zarahe mla.3 In the same vein , the book
contain s no bibli ography , index, table of contents, or li st of maps
or illu st ration s. The book is also marred by a numbe r of
typographical errors and inconsistencies in references.
For the most part, Peay simply has not prov ided enough
information to persuade readers that hi s inte rpretation merits
consideration , or even to allow readers to test his interpretati on.
For example, are there ruin s in each of the areas in which he has
1 William M. Fergoson, and John Q. Royce. Maya Ruins in Central America
in C%r (A lbuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1984). This book is a
rather common tourist guide book. available in most bookstores. It is very
simple and popu larized in its approach to the anthropological and
archaeologica l aspects of the Mayan ruins. No serious student of thc scriptures or
archaeology woo ld make it the foundation of their research.
2 The World Book Year Book 0/ 1968 (Chicago: Field Enterprises
Educational Corporation. 1968).
.
3 See Joseph Allen. Exp/oring Tire wnds 0/ Tile Book 0/ Morm on (Orcm.
Utah: S. A. Publishers, tnc.. 1989). 195.213,304. 31\.
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placed cities on hi s model? Do hi s cities date archaeologically to
the proper Book of Mormon time window? Do hi s sites really
correlate in space and time with other related sites? Furthermore,
nearly one- half of the book s take n up by quotations from the
Book of Mormon and some of the remainder is nothing more
than a restatement of Book of Mormon passages just quoted. For
example, in Peay's commentary fo llowi ng I Nephi 3:28 we read,
"Having fled beyond th e city, they were told by an angel to
return and the Lord would make it possible for them to get the
brass pl ates." These com ment s follo w I Nephi 4:5: "Not
know ing beforehand what he would do, Nephi came to the
drunken Laban. He fought the impression to kill him because it
was unlawful." This commentary is offered after Peay quotes 1
Nephi 16:30: "Nephi subseque ntl y brought food to the fam ilies.
The families were grateful for thi s needed blessing."

Maps
Peay is to be commended for givi ng us numerous maps on
wh ich he places his interpretation within a real-world framewo rk . I
know from my own experience the danger of maps that claim to
show the internal geography of the Book of Mormon. There is a
temptation to place sites to meet one's own interpretations (after
all , isn't that what we ex pect in such a commentary?) while
ignoring or com promis ing the real ph ysical features present. After
one has once "fud ged" on a map, it is hard not to keep doi ng it.
On the other hand , the use of actual maps forces one to conform
his model to the geography as it is. This makes fudging most
difficult, because we can't just create a river or mountain range to
suit our model. Readers may di sagree with Peay's interpretation,
but hi s use of maps does help readers to visualize the author's
views.
Nevertheless, the maps do have problems. Some maps were
"painted with a broad brush," when in fact the reader is hoping
for more detail. Maps on pages 40 and 85, for example. create far
more questions than they answer.
Some map titles are incomplete and confusin g. The map on
page 34, for in stance. has no title, though the intent is obvious.
The title for the map on page 190 reads, "A mmonihah and Now
Goes to Sidon." The title for the map on page 171 is "Alma and
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His People Fought" but there is nothing to identi fy Alma's army
or where they foug ht o r whom they fought.

A study of the maps on pages 82. 178, 206, 223, 266, 270,
285, reveals seven different configurations fo r mountai n ranges in
northern Yucatan. Furthermore. all the maps I am fami liar with
indicate there are no mou ntains in the nort hern Yucatan. All are
hand~drawn maps and support the reviewer's caution about such
dangers.
In add itio n to these kinds of problems, I believe a fatal flaw in
the book is reflected in thi s comment by the author: "The Mayan
cap ital ci ty in the Yucatan is now called Tikal and there are many
other ancient cities with modern day names that just happen to be
in the same location as the writers of the Book of Mormon place
them. But it would be very confus ing to attempt to use the modern
day names. So we shall on ly refer to the capital city and its
modern day name Tikal occasionally as we relate to and compare
it to the city of Zarahem la" (p. 77). Fai lure to include modernday sites actuall y creates more confus io n than omitting them. The
one thi ng that could have improved understand ing of the model
was omiued. Acceptable scholarsh ip wou ld demand that suc h a list
be included so that archeo logica l dati ng and geographical
relationships can be compared with those in the Book of Mormon.

Peay's Geog raphical Pa rallels
Rather than critique each map, I thought it eas ier and shorter
to li st some of the parallels between the Book of Mormon text and
the author's model.
Bounti ful (Old Worl d) = Macau near Hong Kong (p. 41)
Bount ifu l, land of (New World) = central Yucatan (p. 78)
Cumorah, land of = land around Lagu na de Term inos (p.
" 3)

Desolation, land of = northern Yucatan (p. 78)
Desolation, land north of = Ohi o River valley, Ind ian mounds
(p. 85)
East Sea = Gulf of Honduras (p. 265)
East wilderness = Maya Mountains of Be lize ( p. 266)
Gideon, valley of = Macal Valley in Belize (p. 173)
Hagoth's ship launching area = Laguna de Terminos (p. 85)
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Hermounts, wilderness of = Lacandone Mountains (p. 17 1)
Land of many waters = Laguna de Terminos (p. 11 3)
Lehi's land ing site = Pacific coast of Guatemala (p. 52)
Mormon, waters of = Lago Amatillan (p. 126)
narrow neck of land = sand bar separating the Gulf of Mexico
from Laguna de Terminos (p . 275)
narrow pass = water gap connecting the Gulf of Mexico with
Laguna de Terminos (p. 275)
Nephi, city of = Guatemala City (p. 107)
Ripliancum, waters of = Laguna de Terminos (p. 113)
Sidom = at the mouth of the Belize River (p. 79)
Sidon river = Belize river (p. 77)
Zaraheml a = Tikal (p. 77)
West Sea = Gulf of Mexico (p. 84)
West Sea nort h = Gulf of Mex ico (p. 206)
West Sea south = Pacific Ocean (p. 206)
In addition, Peay locates the following Book of Mormon sites
in a south to north line between the Maya Mountain s and the east
coast of the Yucatan Peninsula, begi nning with Moroni near the
eastern end of Lake Isabela and extending north to the Bay of
Chetumal: Moroni's camp, Leh i, Morianton, Hill Onidah, Aaron,
Dmner, land of Jershon , Gid, Melek, Ammonihah, Mulek, and
Bountiful.

Things to Consider
In spite of all my criticisms of Th e Lands of Zarahemla, I did
find many new thoughts to consider. Some are direct challenges
to what I have read by other scholars on the subject of Book of
Mormon geograph y and culture; others were entirely new and
stimulatin g. Scholars may wish to pi ck up Peay's challenges and
do furth er research on hi s ideas. like the followin g (a few
examples will suffice to show the kind of ideas that may merit
further study):
I. Peay believes that burnt offerings were made only at th e
first camp, using the animals the Leh ites brought from Jerusalem.
Because "w ild game would not be an acceptable offering," he
concludes there were no sacrifices during the twelve-year journey
to the promised land (p. 7). Though nothing specifi c is mentioned
in the Book of Mormon about thi s, I doubt th at a prophet as
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righteou s and obedient as Lehi would ignore the requirements of
the Laws of Moses for twelve years.
2. Peay believes that Lehi 's youngest sons, Jacob and Joseph,
were given names that Lehi learned from the plates of Laban. and
that they were probably twins (p . 18).
3. "The terrible storm [that drove them back for three days}
was part of the Lord's plan to place Lchi and his family in the
proper path 10 be carried and blown to Central America by the
prevai ling sea c urrents and winds" (p. 50).
4. "Mormon was take n to Zarahem la at the age of 11 and
apparently left there, probably at a school. It appears to me that he
was going through a spiritual training, starting with hi s baptism,
wherein he learned the scriptures .... Then at age 16 he was given
the command of the Nephile army, indicating Ihat he had had
extensive training in the fi eld of combat" (p. 94).
5. "Whe n it says that the Lamanites 'carried Ihem back' are
we to take that literally, such as, did the Lamanites transport them
back on animals or on wheeled vehicles? This is espec ially likely
considering horses are me nti oned twelve times in the Book of
Mormon" (p. 133). This is a new argument for the use of the
wheel, as far as 1 know.
6. Peay has this to say concerning the name Sidon: "Today,
the name Sibu n appears frequently on maps of that area: the
Sibun Ri ve {sic } (a small , short ri ver), Sibun Gorge (a steepbanked gorge), and the Sibun Forest. They are all in the same
general area by the north end of the Maya Mountains. 1 think,
cons idering it has been over two th ousand years since Book of
Mormon times. these names have not been altered very much
because the name of the major river in the Book of Mormon is
S;don" (pp. \ 88-89).

Conclusion
One of my friends once said to me, "I never review a book
which 1 cannot recomme nd to others." 1 now kn ow what he
meant. 1 could not recommend this book to serious st udents
except as a curiosity. I would not recommend the book to nov ice
Book of Mormon siudents for fear that il would mislead them into
mistaking The umds of Zo.rahemla for good scholarsh ip, which it
is not. In sum, the author has spent much time in developin g and
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preparing his ideas. He is obviously serious about his research, but
I question how seriously his work will be taken when it appears he
has ignored relevant and readily available research that could have
enhanced his own efforts. A few minutes in the library or
conversations on the phone with local Book of Mormon scholars
would give the auth,Jr enough sources to research for another four
years. There needs to be a table of contents, a list of illustrations,
an index, and a bibliography to really make it a serious work. The
author needs to limit his commentary to the subject of the book
and not pass ideas about irrelevant items. A pervasive naivete
throughout the whole book alerts the reader to be careful.
However, I also found the book intriguing and challenging in
regard to the new views proposed by Peay, a few of which have
been mentioned above.

Scot Facer Proctor and Maurine Jensen Proctor,
Light from the Dust: A Photographic Exploration into
the Ancient World of the Book of Mormon. Salt Lake
City, UT: Deseret Book, 1993. xi + 194 pp. $39.95.
Reviewed by Fred W. Nelson
The subtit le of the book, "A Photographic Explo rat ion into
the Ancient World of the Book of Mormon" states what the
authors hoped the book wou ld be. The photographs the PToctors
have published are excellent and show scenes of the area around
Jerusalem, the coastal border area of Yemen and Oman, and
southern Mesoamerica. About one-fourth of th e book contain s
photographs of the Jerusalem, Yemen , and Oman areas that the
authors beli eve to be the area traveled by Le hi and hi s party and
where they built the ship as they prepared to co me to the
promised land. Three-fourths of the book co ntain s photographs
of the Mesoamerican area thought by the authors to be the area of
the Book of Mormon in the New World. The photography is
excellent. Beautiful landscapes are shown along with details of
nowers, artifacts, and some speci fi c archaeological sites.
Unfortunately the photographs are muc h better than the figure
captions and the text.
The text consists of a narration and commentary which uses
many Book of Mormon scriptures to make it now. There is
usually no correlation between the text and the photographs. This
is fru strating. One reads the text and looks at the photographs and
wonders why the photograph is near that particular text or vice
versa.
The same is true for the caption s to the photographs. The first
sente nce in the capt ion usually identifies the photograph. Then
there follows a statemen t the authors have written or quoted that is
not related to the photograph nor to the closest text. Th e
following is an example:
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Co mmon food of the Bedouin since ancient times are
these rock~ h ard Jamid. which are made fro m a mi xture of
herbs, meadow grasses, and camel's or goat's cheese. The
mi xture is placed in a skin bag, then kneaded and dried on
the tent roof in the hot sun . Concern ing a teaching of
Joseph Smith, Erastu s Snow said thaI Ishmael' s "sons
married into Lehi's fa mily." Marrying cousin s is a Near
Eastern custom that survives to thi s day. It is poignant that
Le hi and Sariah were anxious to bring Ishmael's family
into the wilderness. The ir own daughters would have been
in that group . (caption, p. 22)
T he second half of the caption has no relation to the fi rst half,
and none of it relates to the nearby tex t. Other examples:
Cloud s caplUre even in g light in Chia pas, Mex ico . It is
poignant that Ne phi made the small pl ates thirty years
after leavin g Jerusalem. As he wrote, he had already lost
hi s parents, was separated from his older brothers, was
li ving in a new land, and was nearl y fifty. Surely hi s
feelings were deep as he abridged the experiences of the
past thirty years. (caption, p. 86, for the photograph on
pp. 84- 85)
Illuminated jungle fern s at a Guatemalan nature preserve.
The constant and faith fu l prayers of Alma the elder for his
son are telling of the effi cacy of prayer. "He has prayed
with much fa ith concerning thee," the angel said to Alma
the younger about hi s father. (caption, p. 103)
Bright morning sunli ght bursts throu gh trees at Izapa near
Tapac hula, Mexico. One can learn a great deal here about
the pl an of sa lvat ion, including the nature of death,
resurrection, and the knowledge of a pre~ mort a l ex istence.
When the Lord comes, the Jews will look upon Him and
say, "W hat are these wound s in thine hands and in thy
feel?" (caption, p. 169)
According to th e auth ors, F. Richard Hauck was the ir
archaeological advisor. Hauck spent three weeks with the Proctors
of the six weeks they were in Mesoamerica takin g photograph s.

148

REVIE\V OF BOOKS ON 1lIE BOOK OF MORMON 6/2 ( 1994)

The photographs, text, and captions teflect this influence. Hauck's
ideas regarding Book of Mormon geography have been published
and reviewed and fo und wanting,! NOlwiths land ing Hauck's
in vo lvement , the book contain s errors in arc haeo logy. Fo r
example, it is interesting that so many photograph s of Mi xeo
Vi ejo were publi shed since most arc haeolog ist believe it was
estab lished during Late Classic times (A. D. 600-800)2 and its
defen sive works date to Earl y Postclassic ti mes (A. D. 1000- 1200)3
long after the Book of Mormon period . The caption on page 111

for the photograph on pages 108-9 states that the Tem ple of the
Cross at Pale nque is a Postclassic temple and thai Palenque is in
Tabasco. Mexico. But Palenque is in Chiapas, as is correctly stated
in the caption on page 66, and the Templ e of the Cross dates to
Late Class ic times. The caption for the photograph on page 89
states: "Stela of Mayan warrior-leader Pacal located at Palenque
in the state of Chi apas in Southern Mexico." Thi s fig ure is not a
stela. It does not represent Pacal. according to MerLe Greene
Ro bertso n . 4 The caption on page 138 (for the photo on page
139) states that "The Comitan Ri ver valley in southern Mexico is
one of the ancient travel corridors to the Pacific," when in fact the
Comitan River valley is in southern Guatemala and empties into
the Gu lf of Honduras in the Caribbean Sea and not into the
Pacific Ocean. An interestin g example is found in the capti on on
page 141 wh ich reads in part, "Trees generally grow only on one
side of these tre nches today." The auth ors then show a trench
with trees growing on both sides.
I F. Richard Hauck. Deciphuing the Geography of Ihe Book of Mormon
(Sail Lake City: Deseret Book. \988); John Clark. "A Key for Evaluating
Nephite Geographies," Rtvitw of Books on Ihe Book of Mormon. I (1989): 2().....
70; and William Hamblin, "A Stumble Forward?'" Relllf'W of Books on Ihe Book
of Mormon, I ( 1989): 7 1-77.
2Step hen F. De Borhegyi. "Sett lement Patterns of the G uate malan
Highlands," in The H(mdbook of Mi(ldle American Indians (Austin: University of
Texas Press. 1965).2:70.
3Stephen F. De Borhegyi. "An;:haeo1ogical Synthesis of the Guatemalan
liighlands," in The /Jandbook of Middle American IndiOM. 2:43.
4Merle Grecne RobertSOn. The Sculpture of Palenque, vol. 3 of The Lale
Buildings of the Palace (Princeton. Ncw Jersey : Princeton University Press.
1985), 67. 68. 69: illustrations 333a. 333b, 326a. 326b. 332.
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In addition to factual errors, there are some interpretations that
seem poor at best. For example, the caption on page 152 identifies
the site of Nueve Cerros (Nine Hill s) as possibly Zarahemla. This
does not foll ow the theories of the majority of Book of Mormon
scho lars. In addit ion, the authors make the assumption that th e
major industry of Zarahemla mi ght have been salt production, an
assert ion that has no basis in the scriptures and, in fact, is
misleading in a book such as this. There is a photograph of Lake
At itlan in Guatemala with a capt ion (p. 166) that identifies the
lake, gives a brief desc ription of the Aztec calendar, and then
relates them both to Book of Mormon scriptures-assoc iating two
things far apart geogra phicall y and 1000 yea rs apart
chronologica ll y. I know of no basis fo r the statement in the
caplion on page 172 (for the photograph on pages 170-7 1) that
the mound comp lex at Izapa, near Tapachula, Mexico, "is an
exact model of the Temple of Solomon but in grander
proportions." The above statements and others like them detract
from the value of the photographs published in this book.
In summary, the photographs of what many consider to be the
Book of Mormon area in the New World and th e land of
Bountifu l in the Old World are excellent and shou ld be interesting
to many who have not had the pri vi lege of seeing these areas in
person. However, it seems to the reviewer that the authors would
have had a much better book if they had just published the
photographs with a brief statement of identification. They never
say why a particu lar photograph was publi shed nor what its
importance is to the stated theme of the book. The text and a
portion of each caption do not relate to the photographs. Neither
text nor capt ions add anything to Book of Mormon scholarship,
and both contain errors and dubious interpretations.

Joe Sampson, Written by the Finger of God. Salt
Lake City: Wellspring Publishing and Distributing,
1993. 350 pp., with appendix and glossary. $15.95.

Reviewed by Frederick M. Huchel
Virtually no one would disagree that Joe Sampson's Writren
by the Finger of God is an unusual book. However, that may be
the end of consensus on this treatise concerning Joseph Smith's
translation of ancient documents.
This book does not make for light reading. It is, at best, a
difficult book; but then , it treats a difficuh subject, and one which
has been a topic of debate since the very beginning of the latterday Restoration. Questions concerning Jo seph Smith's
unorthodox method s of translating, and ind eed, questions
regarding Joseph Smith as a translator, have sparked lively debate
in both scholarly and nonacademic circles for over 160 years.
Enter Joe Sampson, a man as unorthodox as his subject. Part
of his unorthodox y is his paucity of formal lingu istic or scholarly
training. His background does not bode well for seri ous
consideration of his book by academics. And that's a pity. Latterday Saint scholars shou ld be the last to ask, "Have you been to
college and received training?"
Joe Sampson has waded in where nOne has dared tread until
now. He has taken on a daunting task. The result- while not
without serious fl aws-not only shows the earma rk s of
considerable study and labor, it also makes some significan t points
which should be triggers for much study by those with the sk ill s to
continue where Mr. Sampson has begun. He has poked holes in
the veil concealing the structure underl ying the ancient languages
tran slated by the Prophet Joseph and the system of knowledge
contained in those languages, and in so doing he has illuminated
the intricate fabric which resu lted from Joseph Smith's translation
labors.
In takin g Joseph Smith seri ous ly as a translator, Joe Sampson
seems to be moving against a swelling current of antagoni sm. One
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of the main contributions of thi s book is to point out once again
that Joseph Smith was not a country bumpk in making up wild
tales; Sampson dismi sses the theories of those who reject Joseph
Smith as an authenti c translator with condescend ing remarks
about hi s tran slations being productions of hi s ow n mind and
products of "the times in which he li ved." Here the untrai ned Joe
Sampson takes the role of teacher and prov ides ev idence th at
many of those wi th fo rmal trainin g are really the "so-ca lled"
scholars.
Joe Sampson takes Joseph Smith not onl y seriously, but at his
word. He start s with the "g iven" that Joseph Smith was honest,
and was what he cl aimed to be. Some of the resuhin g insights,
perspecti ves. and nuggets of info rmation scattered through the
pages of Writlen by the Finger of God are e nlightening and even
downright impress ive.
Unfort unately, the book fa ll s fa r short of what it might be .
The pity is that many who mig ht otherwise learn what Joe
Sampson has to offer will quickl y lose interest because of the
book's shortco mi ngs. Perhaps pari of the problem is inherent in
the subject. It is said that ancient Hebrew and Egyptian are largely
intu itive. The principles of both language and reli gion of those
cultures far removed from our own are alien to our language and
reli gion in both contex t and log ic. Nephi himse lf lamented the
difficulty of understandi ng the "manner of prophesyi ng among
the Jews," say ing that it was "hard ... to understand" (2 Nephi
25 : I). Th at being the case, Joe Sampson is doubly disadvantaged
in his effort s to exp lain the intu iti ve nature and labyrinthine
perplexities of an ancient language and logic system.
In important ways, Joe Sam pson has not succeeded in
explaining to the reader a system which he seems to have well
defined in his own mind : the Ka bba lah . It seems clear that, like
the parables, the sc riptures contain encrypted information,
availabl e to those with "ears to hear. " They are, by that
e ncrypti on, kept fr om the unpre pared mind. One o f the
developments from that corpus of sec ret knowledge is what has
come to be ca lled Kab b a la h. That "mys teries" are part and
parcel of the Hebrew language itself-and therefore of scriptureis hardly arguable. Even so, Sampson makes some enormous
extrapolati ons. He see ms to imply that Joseph Smith spent a great
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deal of time studyi ng the Kabba lah . While one may agree that
Joseph Smith understood the patte rn s placed in the Hebrew
scriptures through revelation, there is no credibl e evidence that
Joseph Smi th was a student of the Jewish Kabbalah. The Kabbalah
is a degenerate production of later Judai sM. It is a tattered and
debased version of the orig inaL The Kabbalah is doctrinal debris.
Much like Gnosticism, it is a laltered relic of the original, but it is
not the original.
O ne problem with Sampson's references to the Kabbalah is
that he never defin es exactly what he means by "Kabbalah." He
asks the reader to take hi s word that the scri pture is fill ed with a
system of Kabbali stic e ncryption, but he neve r outlines fo r the
reader how the system works. On page 15, he tells the reader, "I
will now start to play the Kabbalah game in earnest." Now here,
however, does he list the rules for the game. Even if he does have
in mind some set of Kabbalistic rules. he does not lay them out in
his book, leaving the reader to wonder if he is making them up as
he goes along.
The second problem in hi s references to the Kabbalah is that
he implies that alt scripture is " Kabbali st ic." It is like the
erroneous notion that all of the Book of Mormon is chiastic.
Portions of the scripture are undoubted ly Kabbalahistic; but it is a
mistake to try to force the entire tex t into that structure.
Along with not adequately defining rules or terms. Sampson
makes colossal jumps, such as expecting readers to accept without
question that "although this chart {the Sephiroth] is called the
Tree of Life, it really functions better as the Tree of Knowledge of
Good and Evil" (p. 37). He ex pects readers to accept ::.omething
he "knows" is true, but never explains.
Perhaps the greatest fault of thi::. book is its lack of form and
structure. It presents the appearance of a hodgepodge of bits and
pieces of knowledge, without pattern and shape. It is almost as if
the author is playin g peekaboo with the reader, daring the reader
to make sense of it all.
Written by the Finger of God could have been a much belter
book--cven in simple ways. The footnot ing is grossly inadequate.
Some passages beg for references (for example the information
on page 29 and the quotation from Joseph Smith on page 38). In
other places, vague references are give n without page numbers
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(page 26, note 3; and no date or page number given for the
graphic from the Deserer News on page 5); or incorrect references
are given (footnote 2 on page 11 8 should be Ibid" p. 348).
That said, there is much of value in Wrirren by the Finger of
God. For one thing, Sampson takes Joseph Smith seriously, and
brings into fo c us a number of heretofore unnoticed elements
which point to Joseph Smith as an authentic translator, factors
which ca nnot be explained by theories about Joseph being a
"product of his times." He also reinforces what Hugh Nibley has
been stressi ng for years, that one of the chief secrets to
understanding both scripture and ordinance lies in the intricacies
of language itself. Understanding the original languages in their
own con text is invaluable in making sense of the corpus of
knowledge originally encrypted in those languages. Perhaps more
important, Sampson has directed attention to that most-neglected
product of Joseph Smith's translating efforts: the Egyptian
Alphabet and Grammar. For years, Nibley has pointed out how
ludicrous it is for sc holars to condescendingly wave aside Joseph
Smith's tran slation s while proudly (here read arrogantly)
trumpeting the facl that they have never read the works
themselves. Not only, however, has the Egyptian Alphabet and
Grammar received that trealment by secular academics, it has
received exactly the same treatment from Latter-day Saint
scho lars! Honest students can no longer deny Ihal the Alphabet
and Grammar was Joseph Smith's work. The Prophet himse lf
claims ownership in the document. I Latter-day Saint scholars
should be ashamed of being ashamed of Joseph Smith's Alphabet
and Grammar. Joseph Smith was onto something. The Alphabet
and Grammar is a key. Latter-day Saint scholars will someday
find the evidence which vindicates the Prophet and his work on
the Alphabet and Grammar. Sampson has provided some tools for
that effort. He notes that we are indebted to Robert Fillerup for the
prodigious labor of transcribing the Alphabet and Grammar into
computer format. Through the marvel s of computer wizardry, for
I See Joseph Smith, History of the Church of Jesus Christ of Lauer·day
Saints, cd. B. H. Roberts (Salt Lake City: Dcseret Book, 1978). 2:238, 286:
Joseph Smith Sketch book. October I, 1835, November 17. 1835; Joseph
Smith Journal, November 15, 1843 (otiginals in LDS Church Hi storical
Department Arc hives).
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the fir st time. the Alphabet and Grammar is now available in
printed form, standardized in spelling, and indexed.
Even with all hi s own work studying and synthesizi ng the
meaning of the Hebrew characters as he understands them ,
perhaps Sampson's greatest contribution is showing the
connection between Hebrew and Egyptian noted by Nephi, and
providing the reader with Joseph Smith's ow n study-document on
the subject in a form which can be utilized by future stude nt s
(printed in extenso in an appendix). Thi s connection has been
staring Latter-day Saints in the face since 1830, when Nephi's
words were printed: "Yea, I make a record in the language of my
father, which consists of the learning of the Jews and the language
of the Egyptians" (1 Nephi 1:2). What Sampson seems to be
trying to convey to the reader (not altogether clearly) is that there
is a consistent pattern in all scriptural writings. He posits that the
key to the structure of written scripture is to be found in the
elemental definitions inherent in the root words. and consequently
in the very characters of the Semitic languages. The story being
told in the Hebrew Old Te stament text is inherent in the root
definitions of the words and characters of which the text is
constructed. The validity of this heretofore unnoticed pattern can
easily be tested by recourse to a good concordance.
With that in mind, Sampson extends his study to the oldest of
all written languages, Hierogl yphic Egyptian. He proposes that
Joseph Smith approached the Egyptian Alphabet and Grammar
from a different standpoint than linguists would, and that what was
going on with the Alphabet and Grammar followed the same
pattern he find s in the Hebrew scriptures. That being the case,
what Joseph was doing in the Alphabet and Grammar can be
uncovered by simply comparing the c haracters of the lan guage
with the root defi nition s of the words themse lves. Sampson takes
Nephi's statement in 1 Nephi 1:2 as indication that the Egyptian
and Hebrew languages were related, and therefore tries to prove
his thesis first in the Hebrew scriptures, and then in the Egyptian
characters in the Alphabet and Grammar. Not conte nt , he find s
parallels in ancient New World languages as well.
Written by the Finger of God takes the position that there is a
cons istent, underly ing pattern in all scriptural writings. Instead of
finding it in chiasmus. as others have done, he finds the structure
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of that pattern in what has come down to us as the "Sacred Tree
of the Sephiroth."
Some of Sampson's assertions are difficult to prove. Others,
howe ver, hold great promise and provide fruitful areas of study
for Laner-day Saint scholars. Many readers will tire of wading
through the poorly organized text and trying to follow the frayed
thread of narrative in search of the nuggets of significance. The
book will likely be of greatest interest to those with a penchant for
linguistic study .
Whatever the faults and failings of Written by the Finger of
God. Joe Sampson has made a valuable con tribution to the study
of Joseph Smith, the Book of Mormon, the Kirtland Egyptian
papyri. and prophetic translation. It can only be hoped that those
with formal linguistic training will not turn up their noses at his
effons.

Jerald and Sandra Tanner, Answering Mormon
Scholars: A Response to Criticism of the Book
aCovering Up the Black Hole in the Book of
Mormon," volume 1. Salt Lake City: Utah Lighthouse

Ministry, 1994. 179 pp. $6.00.

A Black Hole That's Not So Black
Reviewed by Matthew Roper
"S ince we began publishing in 1959," write Jera ld and
Sandra Tanner in their most recent booklet, "the LOS Church has
never put forth any official rebuttal. We have waited in vai n for
thirty-four years for the Church itself to make a response to our
work. Although a large number of people have left the Mormon
Church because of our publications, and many others have been
very concerned ... Mormon leaders seem to feel that the best
policy is silence. Since they apparently cannot find a way to
successfully refute our allegations. they believe that the less people
kn ow about our publications the better. Consequently they have
maintained a conspiracy of silence for thirty-four years while we
have continued to distribute books throughout the world." While
LOS scholars in the past have. in the authors' words, '"foll owed
Church leaders' advice" by ignoring them, now , faced with the
imposing bogeyman of their recent book. Covering Up the Black
HoLe in the Book of Mormon, "Mo rmon scholars have suddenl y
[come] oul like an army 10 attack us" (p. 1- 2). According to the
authors, this can only be because their revolutionary ideas "were
having a significant impact upon some," nay "thousands of
members of the Church" (p. 2, emphasis added). Naturally, " it
was time to speak up" (p. I) .
Reading their rebuttal, I was reminded of several observations
made by non-LOS historian Lawrence Foster a few years ago.
Editor's note: a longer, more complete version of this review ean be
obtained from the Foundation for Ancienl Research and Mormon Studies, 1-800327 · 6715 .
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With the Tanners, "Every bit of evidence, even if it could be most
plausibly presented in a positi ve way, is represented as yet another
nail in the coffin being prepa red for the Mormon church .
. . . Even when they back hand ed ly prai se object ive Mormon
hi storical scholarship, they do so primarily as a means of twisting
that scholarship for use as yet another debater's ploy to attack the
remaining-and In thei r eyes in surmou nt ab le-Mor mon
deficiencies." l Speaking of the Tanners' reaction to an earlier
critique of their work by an anonymous historian , Foster refl ects,
"One is amused at the exaggerated sense of se lf importance that
the Tan ners' rejoi nder reveals .... The Tanners' own response
would see m to be the best poss ib le vindicatio n of the
argument ... that they lack a sense of balance and perspective."l
And so me things never change.
After a few introductory comments on responding to Book of
Mormon criticisms in general and a few preliminary observations
regarding the work in question, I will discuss the issue of biblical
influ ence on the translat ion of the Book of Mormon, the issue of
sacrifice as it relates to King Benjamin' s speec h, and finally, the
Tanners' so-called "B lack Hole" theory, discussed in their earlier
work , Covering Up the Black Hole in the Book of Mormon,3 and
I Lawrence Foster, "A postate Believers: Jerald and Sandra Tanner's
Encounter with Mormon History." in Differing Visions: Dissenters in Mormon
Hislory. edt Roger D. Launius and Linda Thatcher (Urbana and Chicago:
University of Illinois Press, 1994). 350. This article draws heavily upon
Foster's earlier evaluation, "Career Apostates: Reflections on the Work of Je rald
and Sandra Tanner," Dialogue 17 (Summer 1984): 35-60.
2 Foster. "Career Apostates," 5 1-52.
3 Jerald and Sandra Tanner. Covering Up the Black Hole in the Book of
Mormon (Salt Lake City: Utah Lighthouse Ministry, 1990). This work received
detailed attention by L. Ara Norwood, Matthew Roper, and John Tvedtnes in
Review of Books on the Book of Mormon 3 ( 1991): 158-230 (hereafter RBBM):
and by Tom NibJcy, "A Look at Jerald and Sandra Tanner's Covering Up the
Black Hole in 'he Book of Mormon," RBBM 5 (1993): 273-89. Reviews of
other works written by the Tanners have also appeared recently. These include
Matthew Roper, review of Jerald and Sandra Tanner. Mormonism: Shadow or
Reality? in RBBM 4 (1992): 169-219. which reviews chapters 5 and 6 that deal
with the Book of Mormon; William Hamblin, review of Jerald and Sandra
Tanner, Archaeology and the Book of Mormon. in RBBM 5 (1993): 250-72; and
Roper. "Comments on the Book of Mormon Witnesses: A Response to Jerald
and Sandra Tanner," Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 212 (Fall 1993): 164-
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now repeated in their recent rebuttal- the accusation that the loss
of the 116 manuscript pages left a "b lack hole" in the Book of
Mormon that Joseph Smit h tried to cover up c hiefly by
pl agiarizing fro m the Bible. Since the authors disc uss many issues
th at I did not address in my earli er rev iew, I we lco me this
opportunity both to di scuss those issues and to clarify a few of my
earlier remarks.

Answering Mormon Critics
Whe n I previo usly rev iewed severa l of the Ta nners'
publications, I of course recog nized that, gene rall y speaking,
criticisms suc h as theirs do little to impede the growth of the
Church; however, I saw the reviews as an exce llent opportun ity to
help any individuals who might have been negatively infl uenced
by the Tanners' work by suggestin g some of the reasons why I
fo und their work unpersuas ive. T here is a substantial body of
Book of Mormon scholarship, much of it available for years,
which should be carefull y and systematicall y addressed by those
who are interested in serious scholarly discourse on the Book of
Mormon and the Church. By review ing the Tanners' work, I was
able to discuss some of those issues which the authors and others
sy mpathetic to their position have generall y ignored. Th us, I
stated in one of those essays that two chapters on the Book of
Mormon from their book, Mormonism: Shadow or Reality?
merited rev iew,4 which was another way of saying th at they
prov ided a convenient foi l agai nst which to highlight several
elemen ts in the Book of Mormon that I fou nd significant. The
authors, however, in a desperate attempt to fin d legitimacy, have
now on at least two occas ions cited my offhand comment as
evidence that they have somehow "arrived."s

93. whic h was in part a response 10 Ihe Tanners' brief retort, "Roper Attacks
Mormonism: Shadow or Realiry?" Sail Lafu Ciry Messenger 82 (September
1992): 12-14.
4 Roper. Review of Mormonism: Shadow or Realiry? 169.
5 Tanner and Tanncr. "Roper Attacks," 12-13; Tanncr and Tanner,
Answering Mormon Scholars, 2.
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Concerning the Tanners' allegation that there has been a
conspiracy of sil ence, "what accounts for thi s reluctance ramong
both conservative and liberal scholars] to discuss the Tanners,"
asks Fosler in his most recent eva luation of the Tanners' work.
The Tanners ' answer is simple: The Mormon ch urch is
afraid of them. In their view , it has been engaged in a
"conspiracy of silence" because it cannot answer their
objections . The Tanners argue that if the church were to
try sys tematically to answer their objections, it would
realize the error of its ways and collapse. By failing to deal
with them directl y, the church, in the Tanners ' opinion, is
providing yet another proof of its underlying fraudul ence
and repressive mind control. Thi s interpretation fails to
deal with many complex factor s that have contributed to
Mormon ret icence about discussing the Tanners in print.
The most obvious po int is that neither conservali ve nor
libera l Mormons think that the Tanners are really seri ous
about want ing a truly open disc uss ion or considering
approaches that differ fro m their own chip-on-shou lder,
anti-Mormon mindset. On the one hand, the Tanners have
repeatedl y demanded that Mormonism li ve up to
standard s of recti tud e imposs ible for any human
organization to achieve or el se give up its truth claims. On
the other hand , the Tanners si multaneously tell th e
Mormon church that even if it were somehow able to li ve
up to its impossibly high standards, it would still be fal se
because it is not normative Christianity as they understand
it. ... Faced with such resolute unwillingness to consider
anything Mormonism does in a positive li ght or to engage
in a constructive dialogue about differing approaches, the
Mormon Church, as an organ ization, has understandabl y
chosen to ignore the Tanners as much as possible .... The
Church sees no advantage in engagi ng in vitriolic polemic
with virtu al unknowns and thereby giving them publicity .6
6 Foster. "A postate Believe rs." 353-54, emphasis added. Foster's
observation find s suppon in the Tanners' recent work in which if Church
officials or LOS writers ignore them. it can only be because they are "unable 10
respond" (p. I). and are engaged in a "conspiracy o r silence" (p. I), yet when
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Given the miraculous growth of the Church today, why should
anyone respond to critics of the Church at all? When Nehemiah
was trying to build a wall. hi s enemies employed every means to
try to stop that work from progressing. When these effort s failed,
his frustrated and desperate opponents, much like the Ta nners,
sent messages to Nehemiah demanding that he come down and
speak with them. Nehemiah refused to do so. "And I sent
messengers unto them, say ing, I am doing a great work , so that I
cannot come down : why should the work cease, whil st I leave it,
and come down to you?" (Nehe miah 6:3). Given the tremendous
responsibility that Church leaders are under and the chal lenges of
ad ministerin g a rapidly growing Church, I think that the Tanners
me rit little of their time and attention. This does not mean,
however, that indi vidual members cannot or should nO( ever
respond to attacks upon the Church or c riticisms of the Book of
Mormon. Thu s. " It is not necessary to publi sh everything of a
scurrilous character that is said against us, as it would engross too
much of our attention to the exclusion of subjects that are more
profitable. It is necessary that the Saints should know what is said
against them, and that some one should show the other side. When
the Church is belied there ought to be a refutation of th e
misstatements. "1
The first fort y pages or so of Answering Mormon Scholars is
largely a defense of Brent Lee Metcalfe and a rev iew of the
Hofmann episode (pp. 3-45). Metcalfe 's recent book, New

LDS writers do respond, it is because they are "agitated" (p. 1). "concerned" (pp.
1-2), or "burning" with anger (p. 8), and by the way, its really not very nice for
the Lauer-day Saint to respond anyway, since somebody somewhere said that the
Tan ners were a waste of time (p. I).
7 Charles W. Penrose. Millennial Star 53 (1891): 785. in Brian H. SIUY,
Col/ecled Discourses, 5 vols. (Burbank: Calif. : B. H. S. Publishing. 1988).
2:270- 71. On the appropriateness of timely defenses of the Church and its
beliefs see also D&C 7 \:1 - 11; 123: 1- 17: Col/e cled Discourses 2:273- 74:
Anthony W. Ivins. Confe rence Report (October 1910): 42; Ivins. Conferen ce
Report (October 1923): 140: Hyrum Smith and Janne M. Sjodahl. Doctrine and
Co venants Commentary (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book. 1978).423: Neal A.
Maxwell. "A ll Hell Is Movcd." n yU Devotional and Fireside Addresses (Provo.
Utah: Brigham Young University Press. 1977). 179: Maxwell. "Discipleship
and Scholarship:' nyU Studies 3213 (Summcr 1992): 5-9.
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Approaches 10 the Book of Mo rmon, received deta iled and
thoughtfu l attention in a recent issue of this Review .8 Why do the
Tan ners spend so much time in Metcalfe's defense? I suspect that
they were hoping to use Metcalfe's work to respond to recent
reviews of their own writ ings and to further their effort s in
attacking the historicity of the Book of Mormon. T hat Metcalfe's
work received such a thorough poundin g at the hands of some
very competent scho lars was obv iously a serious blow to the
Tanners. At various points in the Tanners' rebuttal they cite the
articles by John Ku nich (pp. 86-90),9 Stan Larson (pp. 16064),10 Dav id Wrigh t (pp. 163-64),11 and certain argu ments by
Bre nt Metcalfe (pp. 54_57),12 withou t ack now ledgi ng the
thoughtful and freq uent ly devastati ng reviews of those article.s.
The Tanners' refusal to acknowledge such work onl y reinforces
the impression that they were caught unprepared for such a
response and are ill-equipped to deal with such matters.
Much of thei r discuss ion of the work of Brent Metcalfe
provides on ly a distorted picture. Reading their polemic, the
uninformed reader may get the impression that no one has
responded to the substance of Metcalfe's work and that reviewers
can only resort to ad hominem arguments. Th is is certai nl y not the
case. Wi ll iam Hamblin, fo r example, has discussed many of the
problems in heren t In Metcalfe's pub lis hed wo rk and

8 RBBM 611 ( 1994): 1-562.
9 See the review by James E. Smith, "'Nephi's Descendants: Historical
Demol\raphy and the Book or Mormon," RBBM 611 (1994): 255-96.
I See review by John W. Welch, "'Approaching New Approaches." RBBM
6/1 (1 994): 145-68. See also Welch's earlier response to Larson's criticisms in
The Sermon at the Temple and the Sermon on the Mount (Salt Lake City: Deserct
Book and F.A.R.M.S .. 1990), 145-63.
II See Welch, "'Approaching New Approaches." 168-86. See also his
earlier essay, "The Melchizedek Material in Alma 13:13-19," in By Study and
also By Faith : Essays in Honor of Hugh Nibley, ed. John M. Lundquist and
Stephen D. Ricks. 2 vols. (Salt lake City: Deseret Book and F.A.R.M.S., 1990),
2 :238-72 .
12 While the Tanners argue that Metcalfe's argument on nonra ndom
sequences of lexica! variants is "'irrefutable" (p. 56), they have not come to grips
with Royal Skousen's discussion in "'Critical Methodology and the Text of the
Book of Mormon," RBBM 6/1 (1994): 140-43.
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me thodol ogy , l3 If the Tanners, or Metcalfe for that matter,
believed that Hamblin 's assessment was incorrect. they should
have demonstrated why and on what basis Metcalfe' s stated
approach and methodology is better or more sophisticated than
that of Hamblin and others.
This penchant to mi sread or mi si nterpret the argu me nts of
other writers ca n also be seen in their response to comments by
Daniel Peterson regarding Metcalfe's role in the Hofmann affair
(pp . 16-17). They spend over twenty-eight pages showi ng that
many people were foo led by Mark Hofmann (pp. 15-43). Unlike
many in the LOS com munity, however, Metcalfe was more than
just a bystander in the Hofmann episode, but was in fac t one of
the chief advocates of the Salamander Letter and apparently got a
great deal of pleasure out of undermining the faith of others. t4 In
any case, the fact that Hofmann deceived a lot of peop le was, as
the Tanners know very well, not the issue.
Peterson's point was that Latter-day Saints were being asked
to abandon a long-he ld tradi tion of faith on the basis of evidence
they were not permitted to see and exam ine for themse lvesev idence that Metcalfe would not show, so that we had to trust
Metcalfe and hi s "extremely reli able source," Mark Hofmann.
Ironi ca ll y, the Tanners themselves have described similar
examples from their own dealings with Mr. Metcalfe in the pasl. 15

The Bible in the Book of Mormon
One of the glaring inconsistenc ies in the Tanners' work is that
while they accept the testimonies of those who witnessed Joseph

13 Hamblin's article is one of the most coherent discuss ions of
methodological issues in Book of Mormon studies published so far. William J.
Hamblin, "An Apologist for the Critics: Brent Lee Metcalfe's Assumptions and
Methodologies," RBOM 6/ 1 (1994): 434-523. Hambli n's essay was a response
10 Metcalfe's essay, "Apologetic and Critica l Assumptions about Book of
Mormon Historicity,"' Dialogue 26/3 (Fall 1993): 154-84 .
14 Linda Silliloe and Allen O. Roberts. Salamander: The SIOry of Ilze
Mormon Forgery Murders (Sa il Lake City: Signature Books, 1988),285: Richard
E. Turley, Viclims: The "LDS Church and Ihe Mark Hofm(lnn Case (U rbana and
Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1992),93.
IS Jerald and Sandra Tanner. "LOS Documents and Mu rder:" Sail Lake City
Messenger 59 (January 1986): 17-19.
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Smith dictate the Book of Mormon, such as David Whitmer and
Emma Smith (p. 160), they still argue that Joseph deliberately
pilfered from a Bible. As J have argued previously,16 none of
those who witnessed Joseph Smith dictate the Book of Mormon
mention his use of a Bible, and its apparent absence during the
translation of the Book of Mannon poses serious problems for the
Tanners' theory of deliberate biblical plag iarism. The Tanners go
to great length s to show that some LOS writers, such as B. H.
Roberts and Sid ney B. Sperry, ha ve suggested th at, when the
Prophet came across passages wh ich paralleled the King James
trans lation, he may have laken oul a Bible and simply fo llowed the
KJV insofar as it agreed with the ancient text. The point is Quite
irrelevant, si nce the argument for Bible use, whether made by
Latter-day Saints or the Tanners, contradicts the testimony of
those who watched the Prophet work.
The Tanners cite David Whitmer' s desc ription of the Prophet
placing the seer stone in his hat, and, putting his face into the hat,
drawing it close ly around his face to exclude the light and then
dictating what he read from off the stone. Yet whi le the Tanners
clearly accept David Whitmer's testimony and that of other early
witnesses who describe the Prophet's use of the seer stone, their
rebuttal reveal s a failure to come to grips with some of the
implicati ons of that testimony. For example, in responding to my
earlier point regarding the lack of a curtain to conceal the
translator, the Tanners said , "we do not believe that it would have
been necessary for Joseph Smith to use a curtain. He may have
had a Bible open on the table before him or on his lap. If he felt
that he had to conceal its presence, he cou ld have had loose pages
from a Bible hidden in the bottom of the hat he used when
translating the book." Then, after referring to the testimonies of
Whitmer, Emma Smith, and the others, they make the incredible
statement that "it would have been easy to read anything in the
bottom of the hat by simply lettin g some light shine in. For that
matter, by this same method he could have had notes or even
pages of material which he had previously written to read to hi s

16
171.

Roper.

review

of Covuing Up the Black Hole ill the Book of Mormon.

164

REVIEW OF BOOKS ON 1ltE BOOK OF MORMON 6/2 (1994)

scribe" (p. 160),17 The testimonies of those who witnessed the
translation of the Book of Mormon do not allow for the Tanners'
interpretation.
Father Whitmer, who was present very frequently during
the writing of this manuscript affirms that Joseph Smith
had no book or manuscripl. before him from which he
could have read as is asserted by some that he did. he
(Whitmer) having every opportunity to know. ls
Emma Smith also testified to the same thing.
In writing for your father I frequently wrote day after day ,
often sitting at the table close by him, he ... dictating
hour after hour with nothing between us.
Q. Had he not a book or manuscript from which he read
or dictated to you?
A. He had neither manuscript or book to read from.
Q. Could he not have had, and you not know it?
A. If he had anything of the kind he could not have
concealed it from me ....
Q. Could not father have dictated the Book of Mormon to
you, Oliver Cowdery and the others who wrote for him ,
after having first written it, or having first read it out of
some book?
A. Jose ph Smith. . could neither write nor dictate a
coherent and well worded letter; let alone dictating a book
like the book of Mormon. And , though J was an active
participant in the scenes that lran spired, il is marvelous 10
me, ' a marvel and a wonder,' as muc h so as to anyone
else."19

17 This is another example of what Foster describes as the Tanners'
"skillful shell game in which the premises for judgment arc conveniently shifte<:!
so that the conclusion is always the same~negalive" (Foster. "Apostate
Believers:' 353: see also 350).
18 5 1. Louis Republican Interview. Mid~July 1884, Richmond, Missouri,
St. Louis Republican. 16 Jul y 1884, in Cook, 139-40, emphaSis added.
19 "Last Testimony of Sister Emma," 51, emphasis added.
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The witnesses desc ribe the extreme poverty of Joseph Smith
and hi s family, making it unlikely that they even owned a Bible.
They testify that the rel ati ve ly unlearned Joseph Smith dictated
hour after hour, day after day, correcting mistakes without seeing
them, without the use of Bible, manuscript, or notes of any kind.
Those who were there, whose firsthand testimony regarding the
dictat ion of the Book of Mormon text the authors appear to
accept, adamantly affirmed that he had none, that he could not
have had books or manu scripts without th eir knowing . "Joseph
Smith dictated the Book of Mormon, without apparent hesitation ,
as fa st as a scribe could write it in long hand. There is no chance
for error on thi s point." Moreover, "The dictation from start to
finish proceeded while the Prophet's eyes were thus hidden from
seeing anything by the natural light ... he did not stop to hunt up
the passages which resemble, or are identical with, passages in the
King James' Version of the Bible. Such an interruption cou ld not
have escaped detection, and would surely have been noted in the
accounts of the li steners. The quotations, therefore. whether direct
or indirect, must be regarded as having come prec isely like the
rest of the matter, and probabl y .. . without the conscious
knowledge of the translator."2o Th at is one of the reasons these
early witnesses considered the event a miracle.

Plagiarism or Translation?
That th e Book of Mormon tran slation was so mehow
influenced by the Bible has been clear to every person who has
read it. If Joseph Smith did not use a Bible during the translation,
how can we account for the obvious similarities between portions
of the Book of Mormon text and passages found in the Kin g
James Version of the Bible? The Prophet said that he translated
the Book of Mormon through "the gift and power of God."
Since the testimon y of those who observed the dictation of the
Book of Mormon makes it clear that he did not have a Bible in
front of him while translating, it seems reasonable that the Holy
Ghost co nveyed the tran slation to the Prophet in a scriptural
register. Si nce the lan guage of the King Jame s Bible was the
20 Nels Lars Nelson, "The Hu man Side of the Book of Mormon," The

Mormon Point oj View III {I 904): 124, 126-27.
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accepted vers ion of the day, it would have been the most
appropriate sty le in which to convey a new scriptural record.
T he Tanners argue that Book of Mormon passages which
fo ll ow the language and style of the New Testa ment arc
part icul arl y anachronistic si nce the wo rks of New Testament
writers would not have been avai lable to Nephilc prophets. T hus,
accord ing to o ur auth ors, the problem arises in "the ancient
Nephites making extensive quotations from works which were not
even in ex istence at that time" (pp. 137- 38), However, the Book
of Mormon purports to be a translat ion of an anc ie nt document
which comes to us through a modern Irans lator, so although the
Ki ng James English of our authorized version would not have
been used by Al ma or Mormon, the King James Bible, with both
its O ld and New Testaments, was a part of the modern translator's
reservo ir of language and express ion and cou ld therefore qu ite
properly have been used in trans lat in g an anc ie nt scriptural text
like the Book of Mormon.
By way of illustration, the first time I read Homer's classic The
Odyssey I was struck by a passage in Book Xl where Odysseus
attempted to comfort his friend Achilles, who was dead, by stating,
"For you, Achilles, Death should have lost its st ing."2 1 Being new
to classics, I wondered if maybe Paul had borrowed thi s phrase
fro m Homer ( I Corinthians 15:55). I was surprised to d iscover,
after some investigation, that thi s translat ion was in fact not a
precise rendering from the G reek.22 Yet when I discussed this fact
with my instructo rs, I was assured that th is was considered an
excellent translatio n, since it accurately conveyed the sense and
meaning of the passage. Thus, contrary to the Tan ne rs. New
Testament language, even King James English, in a pre-Ch rist ian
pagan docu men t can at times be a legitimate trans lat ion if it
adequately conveys the proper meani ng. T his is why modern
trans lato rs of ancient doc uments sometimes employ New
21 The OdYfSey. trans. E.V. Rieu (Baltimore: Penguin Books. 1946). 184.
22 Other trans lations render it variously: "Indulge not then. Achi lles. in
causeless grief that thou hast died" (The Odysuy. trans. William Cowper
[London: J. M. Dent & Sons. 19921. 181); "To you Achilles. death can be no
grief at all" (The Odyssey of Homer. trans. T. E. Lawrence INew Yorl:. and Oxford:
Oxford University Press. 199 I J. 165); "Think then. Achilleus; You need not be
so pained by death (Tile Odyssey of Homer. trans. by Robert Fitzgerald. INew
York: Vintage Books. 1961\.201).
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Testamen1 biblical language in their translations of documents
which are pre-Christian: "The king is my eldest son who split
open my womb," begins Faulkner's translation of the ancient
Egyptian Pyramid Texts. "He is my Beloved, with whom I am
well pleased" (compare Matthew 3:17).23 Allen renders a passage
from the Egyptian Book of the Dead as "Father who art in
heaven" (Matlhew 6:9).24 A popular translation of Pindar speaks
of that which "neither moth nor rust doth destroy."25 If such
usage can so metimes be appropriate in translations of ancien t
pagan documents, how much more so for a tran slation of an
ancient Christian scriptural document like the Book of Mormon?

Revelation and Nephi
The Tanners' observation that the language of Nephi and
Jacob sometimes parallels that of John in Revelation (pp. 166--{)9)
is interesting but not surprising, since we are explicitly told that
Nephi was shown the same vision as John ( I Nephi 14:18-30) and
that Jacob and Isaiah apparently saw what Nephi saw (2 Nephi
11 :1-3) . Contrary to the Tanners (p. 138), th e Isaiah chapters are
not irrelevan t to Nephi 's and Jacob's prophecies since th ese
chapters supplement and help to ex pound their own visions and
prophec ies. Moreover, while I have not yet explored this issue in
detail, it appears to me that the Isa iah chapters on the small plates
are thematically related to l ohn' s prophecy, just as Nephi seems to
indicate. Like John , Isaiah alludes to the plagues to be poured out
upon the wicked ( I Nephi 21:26; 2 Nephi 6:18; com pare
Revelation 16:4- 7), the conflict with the dragon (2 Nephi 8:9;
compare Revelation 12:1- 17), a curse of darkness (2 Nephi 7:3;
15:30; compare Revelation 8: 12- 13; 15:1 0- 11 ), the sun and stars
being darkened (2 Nephi 7:3; 23:10; compare Revelation 6:1213), the wicked wantin g to hide in the rocks (2 Nephi 12:10-22;
compare Revelation 6: 15- 17), the siege of Jerusalem (2 Nephi
23 Utterance I, R. O. Faulkner, The Aneielll Egypliall Pyramid TexIs
(Warminstcr: Mis & Phillips. 1985), I.
24 Thomas George Allen, The Book of Ihe Dead or GOillg FOr/h by Day
(ChicagO: Univcrsity of Chicago Press, 1974), 158.
2 Pindar. Fragmenl 222. in The Odes of Pilldar; Illcludillg Ihe Principie
Fragments. ed. Sir John Sandys (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1978). 613.
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17-20; compare Reve lation 11 : \-2), the mission of the two
wi tnesses (2 Nephi 8: 18-20; compare Reve lat ion 11:3- 13), the
fall of Babylon (2 Neph i 23- 24; compare Revelat ion 14:8; 1718), the Millennial peace (2 Nephi 21- 22; compare Revelation
20: 1-6). It should also be remembered that John's apocalypse is
deeply couched in Old Testament themes and ideas, which are not
original 10 the Christian era. In fac t, Revelation 4-22 alone has al
least four hundred all usions to the Old Testamen l. 26 While Nephi
and Jacob gained thei r info rmat ion from their own revelat ions,
one can eas il y see how they used Isaiah to exp lain their own
prophecy. Conseque ntly, one shou ld not be surprised 10 find
Boo k of Mormon prophets using simi la r themes and symbols
suc h as the "rod of iron," the "fountain of living wate rs," and
the " tree of life" in the ir teachin gs or in describ ing the ir
revelations.
In my earl ier rev iew I fau lted the Ta nners fo r fai ling to
ac knowledge close linguistic and concept ual parallels between
cerlain Old Testament passages and the Book of Mormon (Roper,
review of Covering Up the Black Hole in the Book of Mormon,
174-81). Much of the Tanners' rebuttal rests upon the mistaken
assu mption that I was argu ing fo r direct borrowing by Book of
Mormon prophets in each of these cases; however, if I was
insufficiently clear, I wi ll clarify: The re are numerous examples
from the Old Testamen t wh ich provide close li nguistic and
conceptual paralle ls to Book of Mormon language and ideas. The
Nephites had the brass plates, a record much like our Hebrew Old
Testament, but substantiall y larger. This wou ld have included part
of our current Old Testamen t as we ll as additional materi al which
is not presently fo und in the Hebrew Bible. We do not know, at
th is point, what that incl uded, but it is reasonabl e to assume that
Book of Mormon prophets were infl ue nced by the thought,
language, and teachings of the ir sc ri ptu res, just as New Testament
writers were influenced by our Old Testa me nt. In add it ion to thi s,
however, the modern translator, Jose ph Smi th , whether he
consc iously drew upon his own memory and biblical bac kground
in the trans lation, or whether suc h language flowed direct ly from
the Holy Ghost, would have been infl uenced by biblical language

26 J. Massyngbcrde Ford, Revelation (New York: Doubleday. 1975),27.
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fro m both the Old and New Testaments, as he conveyed the
translati on of this ancient doc ume nt into hi s own Engli sh
langu age. Biblical parallels are inconclu sive, since the authors
cannot show whet her thi s is evidence that the Joseph Smith
deliberatel y plagiarized or whether, as translator, he used language
appropriate to convey an ancient Chri stian tex.t.
To summarize, the Tanners' theory of deliberate plagiarism
from the Bible during the dictation of the Book of Mormon is
seriously hampered by the testimony of witnesses to the event.
Moreover, that theory fail s to take in to account the fact that the
Book of Mormon , like other tran slation s of anc ient documents,
can quite properly contain King James biblical style from the Old
and New Testaments and still be an authentic translation from an
ancient documen t. Finall y. there are legit imate reasons to question
the authors' assu mpti ons regarding the uniqueness of New
Testament language and ideas.

Firstlings, Sacrifices, and Burnt Offerings
Part two of the Tanners' rebuttal treats the question of Israelite
fe st ivals as they relate to King Benjamin's speech. Since much of
this sect ion dea ls with th e issue of co mparing ancient and
nineteenth-century paradigms. and since I am currentl y prepari ng
an article dealing with thi s subject fo r another publication , I will
reserve my comments for a future time. There is one Issue,
however, which is simply too good to pass by, and that is the
reference to sacrifice in Mosiah chapter two.
Mosiah 2:3 reads, "And they also took of the fir st lings of
their fl oc ks, that they mi gh t offer sacrifice and burnt offerings
according to the law of Mo ses" (Mos iah 2:3). In 1887 M. T.
Lamb countered, "According to the law of Moses. the firstlings of
their flocks were never offered as burnt offerings or sacrifices .
. . . Thi s one little blunder, the n, proves beyond the chance of
question th at the Book of Mormon could not ha ve been
inspired. " Moreover. "Thi s passage is preci sely such a passage as
Joseph Smith or any other ignorant man like him might ha ve
written; it could not have been found in the book if God ... had
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to do with its preparation."27 Following Lamb's lead, the Tanners
add that thi s verse "actua lly shows that (he author of the Book of
Mormon really didn't understand the law of Moses" and "was
unfamiliar with the biblical material conce rnin g offe rin gs.
Moreover, it appears that he was not even aware of the other kinds
of Jewi sh offerin gs com manded in the Bible" (p. 96). However,
these criticisms are doubly flawed since Book of Mormon c ritics
have both misunderstood the nature of the Mosaic provisions and
built their c ri tic isms upon an interpre tati on of the Book of
Mormon text which is hi ghl y questionable.
First, while firstl ings. as we currently understand their usc in
ancient Israel, were probabl y not offered as the olah or burnt
offering in ancien! Israel, as Anderson nOles, " It would not be
accurate to say that the requirements for the burnt offering, peace
offerin g, and reparation offering were rigidly fixed; there was
room for variab ilit y"; "for the burnt offering one had to offe r a
male animal from the herd or fl ock.... The peace offering could
be either a male or a female from the herd or Oock."211 There is
no question, however, that the firstling s of clean domesticated
animals were sac ri ficed in the peace offerin g, as we re ot her
animal s. "In ea rly Palestinian experie nce the firstlings of the
flock and herd were sac rificed at the local sanctuary."29 In fact,
27 M. T. Lamb, The Golden Bible: Is II frOln God? (Salt Lake City: Ward and
Drummand, 1887). 109-10; sec also William E. Biederwolf, Mormonism under
Ihe Searchlight (Grand Rapids: Ecrdm:ms, 1947), 16: James Tolle, Is the Book of
Mormon from God? (Pasadena, Tex.: Haun Publishing Company, 1957), 18:
Marvin Cowan. Mormon Claims Answered (S::.1t Lake City: Ma rvin Cowan.
1975), 34; Tanner and Tanner, Coverin g Up the Hiack Hole in the Book oi
Mormon. 6 1-62.
28 Gary A. Anderson, "Sacrifice and Sacrificial OHerings," in Tire Anc/ror
Bible Dictionary. cd. David Noel Freedman, 6 vols. (New York : Doubleday.
1992). 5:875.
29 ··First.horn," in The Interpreter's Bible Dictionary. 4 vols. (Nashville:
Abingdo n Press. 1962).2:271. Menahem Haran argues that it was held by some
Jewi sh authorities that. "not every type of sacrifice would be deemed suitablc ror
solitary altars. Many offerings were held to be reservcd for the templc. and it was
obligatory to take them exclusively to thc tcmple altar. Such wcre the firstlings
of c~ttlc and shecp," the various forms of the peace offcring. including the
thanksgiving orfcri ng, and possibly others (Tf'lnples (m(1 Temple·Servi ce il1
Ancielll Israd: An In qcc;r y illlo Biblical Cull PhenQmena (IIuf lire Hislon eal
Selfiflg of Iht: Priestly Schoo/lWinona Lakc. Indiana: Ei senbrauns. 1985}, 16)

TANNER AND TANNER , ANSWERING MORMON SCHOURS (ROPER)

171

"Any domesticated an imal from the herd or nock, male or fema le
(Leviticus 3: I, 6, 12), was permissible" for the peace offerin g. 3o
Under Mosai c law the firstlings (i. e. firstborn animal s) of flock s
and herds were dedicated to the Lord (Exod us 13: 12, 15) and
were given to the Levites. The Israe lites were forbidden fro m
using them for work or gain (Deuteronomy 15:1 9- 20) and were
required to bring them to the temple during their pil grimage
festivals, where they wou ld be sacrificed (Deuteronomy 12:5-6).
Their blood was sprinkled upon the altar and their fat was burned
(Nu mbers 18: 17- 18). What was left then was given to the
individual and his family to eat that same day (Deute ronomy
15:19-20). Thu s Lamb and the Tanners grossly mi sunderstand
the sacrificial role of firstlings when they claim that the flfStiing s
were not sacrificed . While apparent ly not used for the burnt
offe ring, firstlings cou ld and frequently were used along with
ot her anim als in the sac rifi cial peace offering. The Book of
Mormon correctly states that the Nephites brought their first lings
to the temple to be sacrificed, for firstlings clearly were sacrificed
at the temple .
Mosiah 2:3 is also consistent with the commandments given to
Moses in Deuteronomy :
But unto the place which the Lord your God shall choose
out of all your tribes to put hi s name there, even unto his
habitation sha ll ye seek, and thither thou shalt come: And
thither ye shall bring your burnt offerings. and your
sacrifices, and your tithes, and heave offerin gs of your
hand, and your vows, and your freewill offerin gs, and the
firstlings of you r herds and of your flocks . (Deuteronomy
12:5- 6)
These verses indicate that the Israelites were to bring the
firstlings of their nocks and herds to the temple along with other
unspecified animals to fi ll vari ous sac rificial and dedicatory
purposes. It is noteworthy that alth ough this verse mentions
several fo rms of sac rifice associated with temple worship (burn t

This would account for the specific mention of firstlings in Mosiah 2:3 in the
contelll of a temple gathering.
30 Encyclopaedia Judaica 14:603 (hereafter E1).
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offerin gs. heave offerings, free will offerings, etc.), the onl y
animals actuall y mentio ned are th e firstlin gs, even th ough the
firstlin gs were, as far as we know, never offered as the burnt
offe ring under Mosaic law. Ho wever, the me re mentio n of "burnt
offerings" in thi s biblical passage clearly implies an ima ls o ther
than fi rstlin gs, even if no other animal s are explicitly mentioned.
Similarly , it is reasonable to interpret the Masiah 2 :3 reference 10
"sacrifice and burnt offerings" as an allu sion to two di stinct
forms of sacrifice-Ihe sacrifice of firstlings in the so-called peace
offering and the burnt offering taken from other animals.)l Thus.
the Nephites, in accordance with the legal prescription s of Mosai c
law , " took of the firstl ings of the ir fl oc ks. that they mi ght offer
sacrifice " and they a lso too k other anim als to offe r as " burnt
offerings according to the law of Moses" (Mosiah 2: 3).32
Second , there are legitimate reasons to rej ect Lamb's and the
Tanners ' int e rpret ation of thi s Book of Mo rmon passage,
especially in lig ht of biblical passages which use similar language.
Using language reminiscent of the Book of Mormon, Moses to ld
Pharaoh , "Tho u mu st g ive us al so sacrifices (zebah) and burn t
(o la h) offerin gs, that we may sacrifice unto the Lord our God"
(Exodu s 10:25).33 In refe rence to the term used for sacrifice in
thi s and nume rous o th er bibli ca l passages (zeba h ), Gary
Anderson , an autho rit y o n Old Testa me nt sacrific ial practices,
warn s that "one should not infer that the u bah , 's lain sacrifice,'
{KJV "sacrifice"], refers to any slain sacrificial animal. In spite of
its name, which is quite general, this sacrifice des ignation often
occurs in the pa ir ze bah and o La [i. e. "sac rifice and burnt
offerin gs" ]. In thi s type of usage there c an be no doubt th at
31 Crilics are clearl y mistaken whe n they claim thai Ihe peace offer ing was
nOI really a sacrifice. fo r il certai nl y was. although it probab ly had no expialOry
value.
32 For similar Book of Mormo n refe rences see I Ncphi 5:9; 7:22; 3 Nep hi
9: 19. One can also inlerpre t Mosiah 2:1-4 as a brief summary of why thc peoplc
of Zarahemla gathered together. They did so: ( I) to go up to Ihe tcm plc (Mosiah
1:1), (2) to hear the wo rds of King Benjamin (Mosiah 1: 1), (3) to offer sacrifice
of their firstlings, (4) to offer burnt offerings accordi ng 10 the law of Moscs
(Mosiah I :3), and (5) 10 gi_ve than ks untO the Lord their God.
33 See also Exodus 18: 12; Joshua 22:26, 28; 1 Samuel 6:15; 15:22: 2
Kings 5: 17: 10:24; 1 Chronicles 29:21: Isaiah I II: 56:7: Jerem iah 6:20:
7:20-22 : Ezckiel 40:42; 44: 11 : Psalms 50:8; 5 1:16.
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zebah refers specifically to the selamim lpeace] offering."34 In
fact, scholars usuall y assume that these references to the burnt
offering and the peace offering mu st be unde rstood as c li ches or
" meri sms for the e ntire sac rific ial system."35 Mormon is, of
cou rse, abridging the accou nt of these events.
There are several reasons why the sacrifice of the peace
offering may have been particularly appropriate for the occasion
de sc ribed in Mosiah 1-5 . According to Anderson, the peace
offering was "e mblematic of moment s of joy or celebration."36
King Benjamin 's people sacrificed and gave thank s to the Lord
for bless ing the m " that they might rejoice" (Mosiah 2:4). Other
e lements of King Benjamin 's speech indicate that this was a time
of joy and great rejoicing (3: 4; 4:3, 11- 12). The peace offeri ng
was al so particularly appropriate during important national events,
such as the coronation of new kings, the re newa l of the authority
of an a lready functioning leader. or other times of national or
spiritual renewal .J7 Likewise, the people of King Benjamin offer
sacrifice following a period of seri ous conte ntion and apostasy led
by fal se prophets and teac hers (Words of Mormon I : 12- 18) .
These sac ri fic ial practices may have bee n viewed as adding
leg itimacy to Kin g Benjamin 's or Mo sia h2's position a nd
authority. The peace offerin g was particularly appropriate for the
celebration of victory, such as Saul 's victory over the Am mon ites
at Jabesh Gilead,3s or at the "success ful conclusion of a military
ca mpaign. "39 Similarl y, the peopl e of King Benjamin gather to
the temple for sacrifice after the Lord has delivered the m from
thei r ene mies. the Lamanites (Mosiah 2:4; see a lso Omni 1:24;
Words of Mormon I: 13).
There were at least three different kind s of peace offerin gs.
These included the thank sg iving ofrering. the vowed sacrifice, and
the freewill offe rin g. 40 Although "a ll three sac ririce s were
mOfi vated by the sa me gene ral circumstances," Lev ine notes that.
34 Anderson, "Sacrifice and Sacri fici al Offerings," 878, emphasis added.
35 Ibid .• 878, 882; Baruc h Levine. /n lire Presence of lire Lord: A Sludyof
Cull (lnd Som e CI./tic Terms in Ancienllsrael (Leiden: Brill. (974).2 1- 22.
36 Anderson, "Sacrifices and Sacrificial Offerings:' 878.
37 EJ 14:604: Levine, In the Presence of (he Lord. 29.
38 Levine. III Ihe Presence of the Lord. 28- 29.

39 EJ 14:604 .
40 Anderson. "Sacrifices and S<lcrificial Offerings," 878.
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"the rodah [i .c. thank sg ivi ng offering l was particularl y
appropriate for expressing gratitude over one's deliverance from
danger or mi sfo rtunc,"41 " Its purpose was to render an
expression of thanks for deliverance or blessings granted."42 One
is immediately remi nded of King Benjamin agai n, during whose
reign th e peo ple gathered to "o ffe r sac rifi ce and burnt
offerings . . . And also that they might give thanks to the Lord
th eir God . . . who had delivered them out oj the ·hands of their
en emies" (Mosiah 2:3~4). Benjamin 's pointed references 10
giving thanks may also be re levant he re (Mosiah 2: 1 9~20 ).

The Loss of the II 6 Pages
After the loss of the 116 pages of the Book of Mormon , the
Lord told the Prophet that evil men had altered the word s of the
los t translation manusc ript so that they read contrary to th e
origina l trans lat ion (D&C 10:10- 11 ), and so that if he translated
the same again ev il men wou ld pub lish an altered version claiming
that he could not reall y trans late. "And beho ld they wilt publi sh
this, and Satan will harde n the hearts of the people to stir them up
to anger again st you, that they wi ll not believe my words" (D&C
10:32). The Tanners and several other c riti cs rejec t thi s
ex pl anation: " If Satan did cause Joseph Smith's e nem ies to alte r
the words," they argue, "these wicked people would have had to
produce the origina l pages to prove that Joseph Smith could not
produce an accurate duplicate of the original. It wo uld be a lmost
impossible to alter a manuscript without detection . The Mormons
could have taken the case to court and easil y won a significant
victory" (pp. 58- 59).
I find such reasoning to be un persuasive in light of the hosti le
environment in which early Mormoni sm e me rged. In the face of
poverty and persecution the Prophet 's earl iest supporters we re
convinced that Joseph had the power to tran slate. a fact that was
the polestar of their faith . If the pl ot again st the Prophet had
4 1 Levine. In Ihe Presence oflhl' Lord. 43.
42 E. E. Carpe nter, "Sacrifices and Offerings in the OT," in /lIlcmQliollal
StatJdard /Jib/e Encyclopedia. 4:268. "In ma ny COlllexts the term thanksgiving
offcring is used as a virtual synonym for pcaee ofFering (e.g. 11 Chron. 29:31:
Jcr.17:26: cf. I[ Chron. 33 :16)" (EJ 14:604).
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succeeded , it could co nceivabl y have undermi ned the faith of
some of Joseph 's closest su pporters, whose help and devotion
were crucial to the success of early Mormonism. Early Mormons
already faced an uphill batt le. The Prophet's enemies would
hardly have needed to produce the orig in al manu script to harden
the hearts of the people and hinder the work from progressing .
All they would have had to do was prjnt the altered version . After
that, the manu sc ript might have been destroyed or lost, but the
effect would ha ve been the same. They would have claimed that
the corru pted version was the earlier one. In the end, it would have
s impl y bee n a case of the Prophet' s word aga inst th ei rs. The
whole affair would have been reprinted and rumored abroad by
other newspape rs withm the region and would have tended to
undermine the Proph et' s cred ibility at a time when most people
were only too wi lling to find an excuse to disbelieve the Book of
Mormon , "Co nside rin g th e state of tran s portation and
communi cation in ante·be llum America," notes Leo nard J.
Arrin gton, "newspapers we re abl e to 'get away with ' ambiguous
writin g, if not palpable fa lsehoods. Thi s partly accounts for the
pertinacity with which earl y Americans held on to the false and
damaging image of Mormoni sm" co nveyed by writers and
publi shers.43
The Plates of Lehi and Nephi
The Tanners note what they fee l is a discrepa ncy between the
preface to thc 1830 editi on of Ihc Book of Mormon and Doctri ne
and Covenants 10:44. The 1830 preface states that the lost 11 6
pages of the Book of Mormon were "taken from the Book of
Lehi , whic h was an account abridged from the plates of Lehi, by
the hand of Mormon ," whil e th e revelation in the Doctrine and
Covenants states that they were tran slated from "an abridgment of
the account of Neph i" (D&C 10:44). Because of thi s appare nt
43 Leonard J . Arrington, "James Gordon Bennett's 183 1 Report on 'The
Mormonites: .. BYU Studies 10/3 (Spring 1970): 363. On the treatment of early
Mormonism by New York and Ohio newspapers during this period see Walter A.
Norton's su perlative overv iew. "Comparative Images: Mormonism and
Contemporary Religions As Seen by Village News paper men in Weste rn New
York and No rtheastern Ohio. 1820-1833" ( Ph.D. diss., Brigham Yo ung
University. 1991).

176

REVIEW OF BOOKS ON THE BOOK OF MORMON 6/2 ( 1994)

discrepancy the Tanners argue that "Joseph Smith first conceived
of the Book of Mormon as an abridgment by Mormon of a set of
pl ates prepared by Lehi." When the 116 pages were lost,
according to the Tanners, Josep h Smith "cou ld not accurately
reproduce the material which he claimed Mormon had abridged
from Lehi's plates, IsoJ he found it necessary to have Leh i's son,
Nephi. c reate an ent ire ly different set of plates known as the
'p lates of Nephi' .. (p. 38), While the Tanne rs ·argue that the
183 0 preface and Doctrine and Cove nant .!: 10 :44 arc
contradictory. I believe that these two passages can easily be
reconciled with the text of the Book of Mormon, without viewing
the plates of Nephi as an exped ient afterthought.
Nephi tell s us that Lehi had indeed written a record of his own,
"for he hath written many things whic h he saw in visio ns and in
dreams; and he hath also writte n many thi ngs which he prophesied
and spa ke unto hi s children" ( 1 Nephi 1:16). Now here does the
Book of Mormon text state that Lehi orig inall y wrote his record
upon plates. S. Kent Brown, for instance, has suggested that thi s
record was initially written upon perishable materials and that it
was on ly later cop ied o nto the large plates by Nephi where it
would have been preserved. 44 Afte r Le hi and his famil y arrived in
the New World, the Lord commanded Nephi to make the large
plates of Nephi "th at I mig ht engraven upon them the record of
my people. And upon the plates which I made 1 did e ngraven the
record of my fat her, and also our journeyings in the wilderness,
and the prophecies of my father; and a lso many of mine own
prophecies have I engraven upon them" (I Nephi 19:1). Nephi 's
statement that he engraved the record of his father Le hi upon the
large plates suggests that he e ngraved the e ntire record of his
father and not si mply an abridgment as some have argued. 4S Thus
Le hi 's own account that he had initially writte n upo n perishable
44 S. Kent Brown, "Lchi's Personal Record: Quest for a Missing Source:'
8YU Studies 24/1 (Winter !984): 23-25.
45 There appears to be no scriptural justification for assuming thai Nephi
abridged his fathe r's record when he inscribed it onto the large plates. as some
have suggested (S. Kent Brown. "Nephi's Use of Lehi's Record:' in
Rediscovering Ihe Book of Mormon. cd. John L. Sorenson and Melvin J. Thorne
[Salt Lak.e City: Deseret Book and F.A. R.M.S .. 1991j. 4). although the re is for
the smaller record. where Nephi is clearly abridging hi s father'S much longer
account (sec I Nephi 1:16--17: 6:1-3: 8:29: 9:1).
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materials was eventually copied by Nephi onto the first section of
the large plates and seems to have been what became known on
both that record and in Mormon' s abridgment as "the Book of
L e hi ."
Nephi te ll s us that the large plates and tho:. small plates were
both known as the " plates of Nephi" (I Nephi 9:2); however, that
sect ion of the small plates conta ining the account of Jacob and hi s
d esce ndant s was known as the "plates of Jacob" even th ough
they we re in fact " made by the hand of Nephi" (Jaco b 3: 14),
Conseque ntly , the term "plates of Lehi " ment ioned in the preface
to the 1830 ed ition of the Book of Mormon need not be viewed as
an anachron ism but like ly refers to those lea ves of the large plates
which con tained Lc hi 's accou nt , even though the ac lua l plates
upon whic h that portion o f the record was inscribed were made by
Nep hi . T he 116 pages were the n an Engli s h transla tio n of
Mormon 's abridgment taken from the Lehi section of the large
plates and were kno wn in Mormon 's record as "the Book of
Lehi. "46 With thi s interpretation most of the con fu sion expre ssed
by the Tanners can be casi ly resolved,
At the time Joseph rece ived the revelation no w known as
secti on lOaf the Doctrine & Covenants. hi s primary concern was
obviou sly over what he sho ul d do about the temporary void left
by the loss of the 11 6 pages. In answer 10 thi s concern the Lord
explained thai the Prophet was not to retranslate the Lehi portion
of Mo rmo n 's plates but to compl e te the trans lati on o f the
remai nde r of M o rmo n 's record (D&C 10:38-46) , The Lord
explained thai "an accoun t o f those things that you have written,
which have gone fort h OUI of your hand s. is engraven upon the
plates of Nephi " (D&C 10:38). While. as noted above, the Icrm
"plates of Nephi" could. depe ndin g on the context, refer 10 e ither
the large plates, the s ma ll plates, or bo th , as John T vedlnes has
pointed o ut , secli on 10 can on ly refer to the small plates of Nephi ,
46 The colophon introducing the book of Helaman on page 368 of the 1981
edition states that Mormon's abridgment for this section of the Book of
Mormon was taken fro m "the record of Helaman and his sons. even dow n to the
coming of Christ. whic h is called the book of llebman." This may suggest that
the book titles in our current Book of Mormon basically follow the ti tles found
upon the large plates. Jr this assu mption is correct it would follow that Lchi's
record or the "plales of Lehi" were also known upon Ihe large plmes as the "book
of Lehi:' However. thi s is far fro m certain.
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Since o nl y the sma ll plates were fo und o n Mormo n's record. 47
W ith this in mind the meaning of sect ion 10:38-45 becomes clear.
"An accou nt of those things that you have wri tten, whi ch have
gone fort h ou t of your hands [the 11 6 pages of trans lationJ, is
engraven upon the plates of Nephi; Yea and you remember it was
said in those writings [the 11 6 pages] that a more particul ar
accoun t was given of these thing upon the plates of Nephi; And
now, because the accou nt which is e ngraven upon the plates of
Nephi is more particu lar concerni ng the th ings, whic h in my
w isdo m, I would bring to the know led ge of the people in this
account- Therefore. in order to fi ll the void left by the loss of the
11 6 pages.
you shall trans late the e ngrav ings whic h are o n the plates
of Nephi , down ti ll you come to the re ign of king
Benj ami n. or unti l you come to that whi ch you have
translated wh ich you have reta ined ;48 And behold. you
sha ll publis h it as the record o r Nep hi ; and thus I will
confound those who have a ltered my words .... Beho ld,
they have only got a part , o r an abridgment of the accoun t
of Nephi [the translatio n of Mormon's abridg ment rrom
the large pl ates]. Behold. the re are many th ings engraven
upon the pl ates of Ne phi which do throw greater views
upo n my gospe l; therefore, it is wisdom in me that you
shoul d translate this fi rst part 49 0[50 the engravings of
Nephi , and send forth in this work . And beho ld , a ll the
rema inder of th is work [our current Book. of Mormon l
does con tai n all those part s of my gospel wh ich my ho ly
prophe ts, yea, and also my d isc ipl es, desi red in their

47 Tvootnes. review of /JIack !fole. 206.
48 As discussed below. the par. "ret:lined" refers at the very least 10 the
begi nning of the original book of Mosiah (now lost). the Words of Mormon.
and the beginning of our current book of Mosiah.
49 The refe rence 10 the "first pari" refers to what is to be published as the
first pari of the Book of Mormon. " Hence, he was to provide. as the first part of
the Book of Mormon. a translation from the 'engravings of Nephi' " (Tvedtnes.
review of Black. Hole. 207).
50 The preposition "of' should be understood as meaning "from." Noah
Webster, AIr American Dictionary of lire English Language (New York: S.
Converse. 1828). 2:25.
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prayers shou ld come fort h unto th is people. (D&C 10:4 142, 44-46)

T he T itle Page of the Book of Mormon
The Tanne rs poi nt to what they fee l is an other discrepancy
between the co ntents of the curre nt Book of Mormon and the
contents described in the Book of Mormon' s tide page. The title
page says that the Book of Mormon is "an account written by the
hand of Mormon upon plates taken from the plates of Ne phi.
Wherefore, it is an abridgme nt of the record of th e people of
Neph i; and also of the Laman ites .... An abridgment taken from
the Book of Ethe r also, whic h is a record of the people of Jared."
The Tanners fee l that thi s is incon sistent with the fact that the
sma ll plates were reall y not writte n by Mormon bu t by Nephi,
Jacob, and others. However, as we noted above, among Book of
Mormon writers the small plates were simply known as the "plates
of Neph i" s ince they we re made by Nephi and we re co ntinued
afterward s at his command: " For the piates upon which I make a
full account of my peo ple I ha ve given the name of Nephi ;
wherefore, they are called the pl ates of Nephi , after mi ne own
name; and these plates also are call ed the plates of Neph i" ( I
Nephi 9:2). Both sets were known by the same name, "the plates
of Neph i," even th ough th ey were se parate records a nd had
different fun cti ons. Consequently, the term " pl ates of Nephi " in
the title page quite prope rly could incl ude all of Nephi 's plates
and need not be confined to the large plate s. Mormon 's record
was trul y "an account written by the hand of Mormon upon
plates take n from th e plates of Ne phi"; that is, the account
prepared by Mormon was taken from both the large plates and the
small plates. 5 1 " Wherefore, it is an abridgment of the record of
the peopl e of Neph i." Again , ' his is doub ly true in that Mormon
abridged the large plates and al so incl uded within his record
Nephi's sma ll plates that are also, in part, an abridgment of certain
elements of the Nephitc history and tcaching. s2
51 The word "taken" is ap propriate whether the sma ll plates we re reco pied
or simfly inser1ed into Mormon' s record .
5 The slllali plates were an ab ridgmen t of both secular and religio us
material. Scriplural evidence for this is abunda nt. See fo r example I Nep hi 1:6,
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The Tanners co mplain of the apparent disparity between the
lack of reference in the tit le page to 143 pages from the small
plates and the mention of the record of Ether, which is on ly about
thirty pages in O Uf current Book of Mormon. "The faci that the
title page o f the Book of Mormon g ives such a carefu l d escription
of the ' Book of Ether,' a book of less than thirty-two pages, but
e ither incorrectly describes o r omits the small plate s of Nephi ,
compri sing over 142 pages, makes one wonder how such a serious
mistake could be mad e in a book purpo rting to be di v ine ly
inspired" (Black H ole, 40). However, the Boo k of Mormon
record of Ether also conta ined the sealed portion of the Book of
Mormon wh ich took up at least one-thi rd of Mormon's plates. 53
In terms of our cu rrent Book o f Mormon, thi s sca led material
added to o ur current Book of Ether would be about 203 pages,
not simpl y 32 as Ihe Tanners mi stakenly assume. Thus, contrary
to the Tanners, Mo rmon ' s me ntion of the Jaredite account is
perfectly reasonable, as is his description of the Book of Mormon
as an account taken fro m the plates of Nephi.

Knowledge of Christ's Coming
The Tanners find it unreasonable that "the prophet Alma,
who li ved hundreds of years later, seem[sJ 10 know nothin g about
thi s remarkable prophecy [Nephi 's 600-year prophecy} which
pointed out the exact year when Jesus would be born" ( p. 45)
and, since he in their view should know of it from the sma ll plates,
th at thi s passage " is a serio us contradic tion in the Book of
Mormon which cannot lightly be dismissed"' (p. 46). In order to
clarify these verses il is helpfu l to c ite the ent ire passage:

13-16.19: 5:17- 19; 6:1 - 3: 8:29- 38; 9:1: 10:1 - 16: 15:1. II. 19- 20: 16:2429. 39: 17:7- 9. 12- 14. 52: 18:1-4: 19:8. 2 t- 23: 2 Nephi 1:1-4; 4:14; 5:4.
20-25; 6:1 - 3. 8- 11; to:3: II'!: 25:6; 3 1:1 - 2: 33: 1; Jacob 2:25- 34: 3:12- 13:
Jamm 1:13- 14; Omni 1:5-7. 12:13. 18.20-22.
53 David Whitmcr suggested that the scaled portion may have actually been
somewhat larger: "About half the book was scaled" (P. Wilhelm Poulson
Inlcrview. no date. Richmond. Missouri. Deserel Evening News. 16 August
1878. in Dal'id Whitmer fnlerl'iews: A Restoration Wirness. cd. Lyndon W.
Cook (O rem Utah: Grandin Book. (991).21.
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Now is the time to repent , for the day of salvation draweth
nigh; Yea , and the voice of the Lord, by the mouth of
angels, doth declare it unto all nations; yea, doth declare it.
that they may ha ve glad tidi ngs of great joy; yea. and he
doth sound these glad tidings amo ng all hi s peopl e
. , , wherefore. they have come unto us .... Therefore, we
are thu s highly favored, fo r we have these glad tidings
declared unto us in all parts of our vineyard . For behold,
angels are declarin g it unto many at thi s time in our land;
and thi s for the purpose of preparing the hearls of the
children of men to receive his wo rd at tire time of his
com ing in glory. And now we only wait to hear the joyful
news declared unto us by the mouth of angels, of hi s
coming. for the time cometh li .e., the day of salvation] , we
know not how soon. Would to God that it mi ght be in my
day; but let it be sooner of later, in it I wi ll rejoice. And it
shall be made known unto just and holy men, by the
mouth of angels, at the time of hi s coming, that the words
of our fathers may be fulfill ed according to th at which
they have spoken concerning him. (Alma 13:2 1- 26)
The Tanners' interpretation of this passage is not the on ly, nor
even the most reasonable, ex planation of it. As I see iI, one may
reach several different conclus ion s depen din g on how one
interprets the referen ces to Chri st 's "comi ng" in verses 24-26,
Here I wi ll suggest four possible interpretations. Alma's reference
to Christ's coming cou ld refer to: (I) Ch rist's birth . (2) Christ' s
atonement, (3) Chri st's po st resurrection appearance to the
Nephites in the New World, or (4) Chri st 's general co ming,
includi ng all aspec ts of hi s life and mi ssion in th e meridian of
time~hi s birth , life, teachin gs, suffering, death , and resurrection ,
cu lminating for the Neph ites in his appearance to them shortl y
after he rose from the dead. Here we wi ll briefly examine eac h of
these possibilities in contrast to the Tanners' objections to the first
two, as expressed in their rebuttal.
I. Chrjst 's Birth , In respondin g to the Tanners' and
Metcalfe's claim that th is verse poses a serious problem for the
Book of Mormon. John T vedlnes has argued thai Alma and
perhaps other Book of Mormon prophets in Mosiah- Moroni may
have been unfamil iar wilh Ihe prophecies on the small pl ates of
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Nephi,54 The Tanners argue
because Alma had received
becoming chief judge (pp.
been familiar with theif

that this explanation is unreasonable
all the plates from Mosiah2 before
49-50) and should therefore have
contents, including th e 600~year

prophecy. The Tanners' objections disso lve when we recall that
Alma had a voluminous library of scriptural records, far beyond
anything we have today-not merely a few books. He possessed
the brass plates, a record that the Book of Mormon explains was a
great deal larger than our Old Testament (1 Nephi 13:23), He had
the record of Ether on gold pi ales. containing an account of the
Jaredites, of which we do nOI even have a hundredth part in our
current Book of Mormon (Ether 15:33). He had the record of the
Nephites on the large plates; references to this record in the Book
of Mormon text strongly suggest that it an extremely large record,
perhaps consisting of numerous volumes (Helaman 3:13- 16). In
addition to the brass plates, th e account of Ether, and the
voluminous record of the Nephite hi story on the large plates,
Alma also would ha ve had the record of the Zeniffite co lony
(Mos ia h 9- 22) , the record kept by Alma at He lam from which
Mormon made pan of his abridgment of the book of Mosiah
(Mosiah 23- 24), and perhaps other records as welJ~inc1uding the
small plates. This would be a fairly imposing corpu s to read, much
less to master and remember. Previous to Alma's conversion he
had been a very wicked and idolatrous man (Mosiah 27:8-10). It
is doubtful that he spent much time at that earlier period searching
the scriptures. He received the library of records and other sacred
thin gs from King Mosiah2 on ly shortly before becoming the first
Nephite c hief judge (Mosiah 28:20). For hi s first eight years as
chief judge he did double duty as high priest over the Church
(Mosiah 29:42; Alma 1-4: 18). These were very difficult years for
both the Nephite people and the members of the Ch urch ~so busy
in fact that during those years Alma had not even had time to vis it
the nearby city of Gideon (Alma 7: 1-2) . At the beginning of the
ninth year Alma retired from the judgment seat and devoted
himself to fuJI- time missionary work and the labor of running the
Church (Alma 4: 16- 19). Alm a de livered his sermon at
54 John Tvcdtncs. review of Black Hole. 198- 99: Tvedtnes. review of Brent
Lcc Metcalfe. New Approache.f 10 Ihe Rook of Mormon: up/oralions in Crilica/
Methodology. in RRRM 611 (1994): 43.
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Ammon ihah j ust over a year or so after retirin g from political
office. Much of his two-year ministry was spent travel ing (A lma
5- 16), so it is unlikely tllat he carted all the Nephi te record s
around with him to study in his spare moments. In addition to
keeping possession of the records, he also had to keep his own
record (Al ma 9:34; 11 :46; 13:3 1; 35:16; 44:24), fig ht and direct
wars (Alma 2:16- 38; 3;20-25), judge the people (A lma I), run
the Church (A lma 6), and deal with all of the vicissitudes and
challenges of raisi ng a family (Alma 36-42). Is it really
unreasonable that Alma did nOl spend much time on this little
record of Nephi until several years after receiving them?
One may, therefore, reasonably interpret Alma's stateme nt as
a reference to Alma's ignorance of the 600-year prophecy at the
time of his mission in Ammonih ah during the tenth year of the
reign of the judges. It seems clear to me that Alma was famili ar
with at least some of the prophecies on the small plates by at least
the fo urteenth year of the reign of the judges, since we are told
that between th e eleventh and fourteenth years "A lma and
Amulek [did) go forth , and also many more who had been chosen
for the work .... Holding forth things which must short ly come;
yea, holding forth the coming of the Son of God, his sufferings
and death, and also the resurrect ion of the dead. And many of the
people did inqui re concern ing the place where the Son of God
should come; and they were taught that he wou ld appear unto
them afler hi s resurrection; and this the people did hear with great
joy and gladness" (A lma 16: 15. 19- 20). Thi s suggests to me that
Alma had some knowledge of the small plates by this time, since
Nephi had prophesied of this appearance (2 Nephi 26: 1).
2. Christ's coming to atone for the sins of mankind and
redeem them from death. Several statements by Alma regarding
the coming of Christ clearly refer to his coming to redeem man
from sin and death. In describing hi s own co nversion, for
example, Alma states, "I remembered al so to ha ve heard my
father prophesy unto the people concerning the comin g of one
Jesus Christ, a Son of God, to atone for the sins of the world"
(Al ma 36:17) . Later he cou ld testify, " I kn ow that Jesus Christ
shall come, yea, the Son. the On ly Begotten of the Father, fuJI of
grace and truth. And behold, it is he that cometh to take away the
sins of the world, yea, the sins of every man who steadfastl y

184

REVIEW OF BOOKS ON THE BOOK OF MORMON 612 ( 1994)

be lieveth on his name" (Alma 5:48). Thus there is scriptural
precede nt fo r the in te rpretatio n that the co min g of C hrist
discussed in Alma 13 :25 may refer to C hrist's comin g to atone
for sin and break the bands of demh . The Tan ners mi ght perhaps
object to this in terpretati on on the basis of verses 25 and 26, in
whic h Alma states that hi s comi ng wou ld be declared by " the
mouth of angels" (Alma 13:25 ) and that thi s eve nt would " be
made known unto j ust and holy men, by the mouth of angels, at
the time of hi s co ming" (Alma 13:26) ; however, when Jesu s was
resurrected man y of the de parted Sainl s a lso arose and appeared
un to ma ny of the Nephiles and did minister to the m. Resurrected
beings are certainly angels. G iven the time of their appeara nce, it
is reasonable to assume that they announced the fact that C hrist'S
atone ment was ful fill ed.
3. Ch rist's appea rance to tire Nephites. In a rev iew of the
Tanners' prev io us boo k, To m Nibley sugge sted tha t Alm a in
Alma 13 had re fe rence to Christ's appearance to the Ne phites,
since he speaks of " the time of his comin g in hi s g lo ry ." In
respond ing to Brent Metcalfe, I al so indicated that I be lieved th is
was "an interesting ph rase."55 The Tanners have pointed o ut that
the idea of Chri st coming in glory is not un ique to all usions to his
resurrected appearances, but could also refer to mortality , Eve n if
this term were not unique to a res urrected appearance, it would
stil l be an appropriate one to desc ribe the Sav ior's glo rious New
World appearance. S6
4. Christ 's general coming. By referrin g to the coming of
C hrist Alma may simply have reference to Christ's comin g in a
general sense. Unde r th is inte rpretatio n, Alma means C hri st's
coming, beg in ning of course w ith hi s birth , but also including his
perfect life and teachings, hi s atoning sacrifice and death, a nd hi s
55 Roper. "A More Perfect Prio rity?" 364.
56 The Tanne rs objected to this interpretation on the gro unds that Footnotes
to Alma 13:25-26 reference scriptu res that speak of the Sayior's bi rth and also
because it differs from the poSition set fon h in scyeral LDS commentaries, such
as the former manual for Institute·leyel students of the Book of Mormon. Most
Laucr-day Sai nts are sensible e nough to rea lize that helps like scriptural
footnotes and comme ntaries, even when published by the Church. arc simply
stud y aids and do not carry the same weight as the standard works the mselyes.
which have al ways been the standard by whic h all doctrines and teac hings are
measured.
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resu rrection, c ulminatin g for the Nephites in his resurrected
appearance to the m when he de live red his teachin gs. The Tanners
might object to thi s on the bas is of verses 25-26, which state that
angels would declare hi s coming (Alma 13:25) and " it shall be
made known unto just and holy men, by the mouth of angels, at
the time of his coming" (Alma 13:26). C learly ange ls appeared to
some aI the birth of Christ, but Alma's statement could easil y refer
to other periods as well . Nephi the son of Nephi was certainly a
just and holy man: "For behold, it was a just man who kept the
record-for he trul y d id many miracles in the name of Jesus; and
there was not any man who could do a miracle in the name of
Jesus save he were clean sed every wit from his iniquity" (3 Nephi
8:1 ). Angels appeared to him as well : "And it came to pass that
Nephi- having been vi sited by ange ls and also the voice of the
Lord, therefore having seen angels, ... went forth a mong them in
that same year, and began to testi fy, ... for so great was hi s faith
on the Lo rd Jesus Chri st that angels did mini ster unto him daily"
(3 Nephi 7: 15, 18). The resurrected Saints appeared unto many of
the Nephites at the time of Christ's resu rrection and mini ste red
unto man y (Helaman 14:25; 3 Nephi 23: 9- 12), and numerou s
angels mini stered to those who were gathered at the te mple in
Bountiful (3 Nephi 17:24 ; 19:14). In speaking of events during
this time, Mormon uses a phrase similar to that used by Alma to
refer to the death of the prophets during the reign of Lachone us2:
"Behold J say unto you, Yea many have test ified of these things at
the coming of Christ, and were slain because they testified of these
things" (3 Nephi 10: 15). This is an obv ious reference to 3 Nephi
6:20--23, yet it speaks of these events as occurrin g "at the coming
of Christ" even though thi s is years after Jesus' birth and three
years before his death . Thi s suggests that Alma' s referen ce to
angels making things known unto just and ho ly men at the time of
his coming could refer to the enti re period from C hri st's birth to
his resu rrected appeara nces. Under thi s interpretation , Alma's
uncertainty need not refer to knowl edge of Christ's birth , but
cou ld refe r to the date of Christ' s atoning sacri fice, hi s
resurrection or hi s appearance to the righteous Neph ites. In fact,
the references to Ch rist giving his wo rd to the Nephite s III
fulfill menl of the prophecies of Alma's fat hers could be seen as
an indication of Alma's familiarit y w ith the small plates.
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Words of Mormon
The Tanners cite a passage from Words of Mormon which
says, " I found these plates . which contained th is small account of
the prophets, from Jacob down to the reign of king Benjami n, and
also many of the words of Nephi" (Words of Mormon I :3). The
Tanners object that
[Mormon's] statement would lead a person to believe that
[the small plates l were nOI w r ill en by th e prophet
Nephi. ... A comparison of his statement with our presen t
Book of Mormon seems to indicate that he either gave an
inaccurate desc ription of these plates or else read from a
d ifferent se l of plates.
. Mo rmon co m plete ly
overlooked Neph i in the first part of hi s desc ript ion
claiming that the record was an account of 'the prophets,
from Jacob down to th is king Benjami n,' and then he
tac ked on the e nd of the verse that these plates also
con tain 'many of the words of Neph i. ' This, of co urse
gives the imp ress ion that wh ile some of the words of
Nephi are incl uded, the plates were actuall y authored by
Jacob and his suc';essors."
Here it appears that the Tanners are trying to c reate problems
that j ust aren't there. Whatever the order, Mormon states that
Nephi's words are "many" wh il e those of Jacob a nd his
descendan ts are "smalL" This is a very accu rate descripti on of
the record on the small pl ates; they obviously do contain many of
Nephi's words in addition to a much smalle r record of the
prophets from Jacob dow n to Amalek i, who lived at the time of
King Benjamin. 57

P rophetic Kn owledge of the Small Plates
The Tanners argue that Nephite prophets in Mosiah- Moroni
seem to be unfamiliar with the small plates of Ne phi. They further
reason that the absence of such know ledge is clear evidence for
57 Perhaps Mormon makes the distinction between the ··words of Nephi'·
and those of "the prophcls" bccause of Nephi's political role as king, while
singling out Jacob and his descendants because of their religiOUS rolc.
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their theory that the small plates were only an afterthought in the
mind of Joseph Smith. "The obvious lack of citations to Nephi's
words in the last nine books of the Book of Mormon is certain ly
not consistent wit h what one wou ld expect to find if the Book of
Mormon were a true record." The Tanners believe that this is
easily explained by their black hole theory: "S ince the first 116
pages of Joseph Smith's manuscript were e ither stolen or lost and
Smith did not know exactl y what mate ria l he would use to rep lace
the mi ss ing section, he coul d not c ite anything from Neph i as he
wrote the last nine books of the Book of Mormon because there
was nothing to quote" (p. 52). Unfortu nately for the Tanners,
however, there is persuas ive evidence that some of the Nephite
prophets were in fact fam ili ar wi th information on the small plates
of Nephi.58 While I have not made an ex haustive search, examples
are not difficult to find.

Small Plates
For there is nothing which is
good save it comes from the
Lord; and that which is evil
cometh from the devil (Omn i
1025).

Large Plates
For I say unto you that
whatsoever is good comelh
from God, and whatsoever is
evil cometh from the devil
(Al ma 5:40).

58 Some ha ve suggested that since Amaleki gave the small plates to King
Benjamin sho rtl y before his death. members of the Zenirfite colon y wou ld not
have been familiar wi lh them (John Gee, " Limhi al the Library," Journal of Book
of Morm on Swdies 111 1Fall 1992J: 64). This may not necessarily be so ,
h.owever. since Amakki's brother was part of that colon y (Omni 1:30) and may
have carried knowledge of that record with him to the land of Nephi. Moreover.
Benjamin's statement that the prophecies of Ihe Nephite fathe rs were well
known 10 the people and had been tau ght 10 them (Mosiah 2:34) indicates to me
that the small plates of Nephi may have been better known to the people than is
generally thought.
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Yea, even the very God of
Israel do men trample under
their feet; I say, trample

Can ye lay aside these things,
and trample the Holy One
under yOllr feet (A lma 5:53).

under their feet but I wou ld
speak in other words~they
sel him at naught and
hearken not to the voice of
his counsels (I Nephi 19:7).
It is belie f that one man

should perish than that a
nat ion sho uld dwindle in
unbel ie f ( I Nephi 4: 13),

It is better that thy soul should
be lost than that thou sho uldest
be the means of bri ngi ng
many sou ls down to
destruction (A lma 30:47).

And be ing th us overcome
with the Spirit, he was carried
away in a vision, even that he
saw the heavens open, and he
thought he saw God sitting
upon his throne. surrounded
with numberless concourses
of angels in lhe attitude of
singing and praising their
God ( 1 Nephi 1:8).

Yea, methought I saw, even as
our father Lehi saw, God
sitting upon his throne.
surrounded with numberless
concourses of angels, in the
attitude of singing and
praising their God; yea, and
my sou l did lo ng to be there
(A lma 36:22).

And as I partook of the fruit
thereof it filled my soul with
exceed ingly great joy;
wherefore I began to be
des irous that my fami ly
should partake of it also
( I Nephi 8:12).

I have labored without ceas ing,
that I might bring souls unto
repentance; that I might bring
them to taste of the exceed ing
joy of which I did taste (Alma
36:24).

Ye know that the Egyptians
were drowned in the Red Sea,
who were the armies of
Pharaoh (I Neph i 17:23- 24,

For he has brought our fat hers
out of Egypt, and he has
swallowed up the Egyptians in
the Red Sea (A lma 36:28).

27).
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Ye know that [the children of
Israel] were led forth by his
matchless power into the land
of promise (I Nephi 17:42).

And he fed them by hi s power
into the Promised Land; yea
and he has delivered them out
of bondage and captivity from
time to time (A lma 36:28).

Wherefore, the Lord hath
commanded me to make
these plates for a wise
purpose in him. which
purpose I know not ( I Nephi
9:5),

Keep all these things sacred
which I have kept, even as I
have kept them; for it is for a
wise purpose that they are
kept. .. . And now remember,
my son, that God has entrusted
you with these things, which
are sacred, which he has kept
sacred, and also which he will
keep and preserve for a wise
purpose in him . . .. For he
promised unto lAlma's fathers]
that he would preserve these
things/or (l wise purpose in
him (A lma 37:2, 14,18),

Upon these plates ... the
things which were written
shou ld be kept ... for other
wise purposes, wh ich
purposes are known unto the
Lord ( I Nephi 19:3),

And it came to pass that my
father, Lehi . also found upon
the plates oj bras.~ a
genealogy oj his Jalhers. ...
And thus my father Leh i did
discover the genealogy o f hi s
fathers (I Nephi 5: 14, 16).

And these plllte.~ of brass,
which con tain these engravings
... have the genealogy oj our
forefathers, even from the
beginning (A lma 37:3).
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And now w hen my Ja ther saw
all these things, he was filled
with the Spirit. and began to
prophesy concerning his

seed-That these plates of
brass should go forth unto all

nations kindred s. tongues and
people who were o f hi s seed"
( I Nephi 5:17- 18).

Beho ld. it has been prophesied
by our /mher, that they should
be kept and handed down
from one generation to
another, and kepI and
preserved by the hand of the
Lord until they s hall go forth
unto every nation, kindred,
tongue and people, that they
s hall know the mysteries
thereon (A lma 37:4),

Wherefore, he said that these
plates of brass s hou ld never
perish ; neit her should they be
dimmed wly more by time

And now beho ld , if they arc
kept they must retain their
brightness; yea, and they will
retain their brightness" (Al ma

( 1 Neph i 5:19).

37:5).

A nd thus we sec that by small
means the Lord can bring

Behold I say unto you, that by
small and simple things are
great things brought to pass;
and small meanJ in many
instances doth confound the
wi se (A lma 37:7),

about great thin gs (I Nephi

16:29).

For behold. ye yourselves
know that he cowiseleth ;n
wisdom, and in jllstice. and in
great mercy, over all his
works (Jacob 4 : 10).
For behold, he hiUh all power

tile fulfilling of all his
words ( I Nephi 9:6).
IIIItO

For he doth cOluu'el in wisdom
over all hiJ wurks ( Alma

37: 12).

For God is powerful to the
fulfilling of all h is words
( Alma 37:16).
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The compass, which had
been prepared of the Lord
(I Nephi 18:12).
The ball, or compass, which
was prepared for my father
by the hand of the Lord
(2 Nephi 5: 12).
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And now, my son, I have
somewhat to say concerning
the thing wh ich our fath ers call
a ball, or director-or our
fathers called it Liahona, which
is, being interpreted, a
com pass ; and the Lord
prepared it (A lma 37:38).

And it came to pass Ihat as
my father arose in the
moming. and we nt forth to
the tent door, to his great
astonishmen t he behe ld upon
the ground a round ball of
curious workmanship; and it
was of fine brass ( 1 Neph i
16:10).

And behold, there cannot any
man work after the manner of
so curiOlls {l workmallship
(A lma 37:39).

And wilhin the ball were two
spindles; and Ihe one pointed
the way whither we should go
in the wilderness ( I Nephi
16:10).

And behold, it was prepared to
show unto our fath ers rhe
course wl/ich they should
travel in the wilderness
(Alma 37:39).

And it came to pass that I,
Nephi. beheld the pointers
which were in the ball. that
they did work according to
the faith and diligence and
heed which we gave unto
them (I Nephi 16:28).

And it did work for them
according to rheir fa irh in
God ; therefore, if they had
faith to believe that God could
cause that those spindles
should point the way they
should go, behold, it was done
(A lma 37:40).

And thus we see that by small
means the Lord can bring
about great things (1 Ne phi
16:29).

Nevertheless, because those
miracles were worked by small
means it did show unto them
marvelous works (Alma
37:4 1).
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And it came to pass that after
they had bound me
insomuch that I cou ld not
move, the compass, which
had been prepared of the
Lord. d id cease to work . ...
and we were driven back
upon the waters (I Nephi

They were slothful, and forgot
to exercise their faith and
di li gence and then those
marvelous works ceased, a nd
they did not progress in their
journey (Alma 37:41).

18:12- 13).
And it came to pass after they
had loosed me, behold, I took
the compass, and it did work
whither I desired it. ... And
it came to pass that I, Nephi.
did guide the sh ip. that we
sailed towards the promised
lalld. And it came to pass that
after we had sailed for the
space of many days we did
arrive at the promised land

For behold, it is as easy to give
heed to the word of C hrist,
which wi ll point to you a
stra ight cou rse to eternal bl iss.
as it was for our fathers to give
heed to this compass, which
would point unto them a
straight course to the promised
land (Alma 37:44),

(1 Neph; 18:2 1- 23).
Wherefore, the ends of the
law which the Holy O ne hath
given, unto the inflicti ng of
the punishment which is
affixed, which pu nishment
that is affixed is in opposition
to that of the happiness
which is affixed, to answer
the ends of the atonement

(2 Neph ; 2: 10).

Now repentance could not
come unto men except there
were a punishment, which also
was eternal as the life of the
soul should be, affixed
oppo.~ite to the plall of
happiness, wh ich was as
ete rnal also as the life of the
sou l (Alma 42: 16).
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And they peri sh because they
cast out the prophets, and the
saints, and stone them, and
slay them; wherefore the cry
of the blood of the saints
shall ascend up to God from
the ground against them
(2 Nephi 26 ,3).

And behold, that great city
Moronihah have I covered
with earth, and to inhabitants
thereof ... that the blood of
the prophets and the saints
shall not come any more unto
me against them (3 Nephi 9:5;
The same announcement is
made regarding numerous
other c ities 3 Nephi 9:7-9,
1 1).

But behold, the righteous that
hearken unto the words of
the prophets, and destroy
them not . .. behold, they are
they which shall not perish
(2 Nephi 26,8).

And it was the more righteous
part of the people who were
saved, and it was they who
received the prophets and
stoned them nor; and it was
they who had not shed the
blood of the saints, who were
spared (3 Nephi 10: 12).

And by the opening of the
earth (I Nephi 19: 11 ) .

And by the opening of the
earth to receive them (3 Nephi
10' 14).

And they that kill the
prophets, and the saints. the
depths of the earth shall
swallow them up, saith the
Lord of Hosts (2 Nephi
26,5).

[The ri ghteous] were not ...
buried in the earth (3 Nephi
m13).

And by mountains which
shall be carried up (1 Nephi
19, 11 ).

And the earth was carried up
upon the city of Moronihah ,
that in the place of the city
there became a great
mountain (3 Nephi 8: 10;
Some sites are made into
"hills" 3 Nephi 9:8).
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I saw the vapor of darkness
( 1 Nephi 12:5).

And it came to pass that there
was thick darkness upon all the
face of the land, insomuch that
the inhabitants thereof who
had not fall en cou ld feel the
vapor of darkne.u (3 Nephi

8:20).

By smoke and vapor of
darkness ( J Nephi 19: II ).

[The wicked were]
overpowered by the vapor of
smoke and oj darkness (3
Nephi 10: 13; see verse 14 for
"smoke" J.

I heard . .. all manner of
tumultuous noises (I Nephi
12:4).

All the tumultuous noises did
pass away (3 Nephi 10:9).

because of the groan ings of
the earrh ( 1 Nephi 19: 12),

And the dreadful groanings
did cease (3 Nephi 10:9).

I saw many cities that they

And many great and notable

were sunk ( 1 Nephi 12:4) .

cities were sunk (3 Nephi 8: 14;
see 9:4,8).

I saw many {cities] that they
were burned wilh fire
( 1 Nephi 12:4).

Behold , that greal city
Zarahemla have I burned with
fire and the inhabitants thereof
(3 Nephi 9:3).
And beho ld , that great c ity
Jacobugath ... have I caused
to be burned with fire . . . . And
the c ity of Laman, and the city
of Josh, and the city of Gad.
and the city of Kishkum en.
have I caused to be burned
with fire (3 Nephi 9:9- \ 0).
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And it came to pass that I saw

a mist of darkness upon the
face of the land of promi se
(1 Nephi IN).

And I saw many dties . ' ,
that did rumble to the earth.
because of the quaking
thereof (I Nephi 12:4).
And they that kill the
prophets, and the saints
... buildings shalf fall upon
them and crush them 10
pieces and grind them to
powder (2 Nephi 26:5).
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$0 great were the mists of
darknes.!. which were upon the
face of the land (3 Nephi
8:22).
And many great and notable
cities. ... were shaken till the
buildings thereof hnd fallen to
the earth. and the inhabitants
thereof were slain (3 Nephi
8: 14)."

The Tanners may now argue that Joseph Smith, while dictating
to his scribe, day after day without hesitation, without books,
manuscript or notes of any kind, was somehow able to keep track
of all these passages in his mind. I wou ld suggest that such a
position would require a great deal more faith than my own,60
59 For further evidence. compare 2 Nephi 9: 16 with Alma 12: 17; Jacob
6:10 with Mosiah 3:25, 27; Enos 1:20 wi th Mosiah 10: 12; Omni 1:25 with
Alma 5:40; 1 Nephi 1:8 with Alma 36:22; I Nephi 5: 17- 18 with Alma 37:4; 2
Nephi 9: 16 with Mormon 9:14; 2 Nephi 30:6 with Words of Mormon 1:8: 2
Nephi 25:21 - 22 with Words of Mormon 1:11; 2 Ncphi 32:8 with Mosiah 4:14;
Jacob 4:8 with Mosiah 8:20: I Nephi 2: 12 with Mosiah 10: 14; 2 Nephi 5:2-3
wit h Mosiah 10:15: 2 Nephi 5:5. 12 with Mosiah 10:16: I Nephi 10: 12- 14 and
I Nephi 15:14-15 and 2 Nephi 10:2 and 2 Nephi 30:5 with Hclaman 15:11 - 13;
1 Nephi 10:18 with Mormon 9:9; 2 Nephi 17:23 and 2 Nephi 29:9 with Moroni
10: 19; 2 Nephi 9:16 with Mormon 9:14: 2 Nephi 26:10-11 wilh Moroni 8:2729; I Ncphi 1:14 with Moroni 9:26: 2 Nephi 33:13 with Moroni 10:27- 28; 2
Nephi 29:2 (see 25:2 1-22) wit h Moroni 10:28: Jacob 6: 13 with Moroni 10:34.
See also Noel B. Reynolds. "Nephi te Uses and Interpretations of Zenos," in the
Allegory of Ihe Olive Tree (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and F.A.R.M.S ..
1994). which discusses refe rences to the allegory on the small plates by later
prophets.
60 The Tanners seem to be aware of the difficulty posed by such a scenario:
"It is possible. of course, that Joseph Smith could have made up somc material
while he was working on the last nine books and attributed it to Nephi in those
books. but if he did this. he would have 10 remembe r 10 add that maleriallo the
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The Nature of the Small Plates
Pages 7 1- 90 of the Tanners' work provide both a restatement
of their earlier argume nts regard in g the lack of detail s on the
small plates and a partial rebuttal to the comments of several
reviewe rs who have c ritic ized their theory . The a uthors in sist,
contrary to the positi on of these reviewers, that the small plates
should contain a great deal of historica l informati on on dates,
names of kings, geography , wars, etc., wh ich is not there.
According to the Tanne rs, co mpari sons noted by the reviewers
between the small plates and portions of the Old Testament which
have likel y been abridged are inval id because , "the material that
comes from these plates (the small plates] has not been abridged.
It in fact purports to be a first-hand account wrilten by people
who were present as Nephite history unfolded .. .. A condensed
account can hardly be co mpared wit h one written by nine
contemporary eyewitnesses" (p. 75). Speaking of the lack of
geographical details on the small plates: "We certainly felt that a
fir st-hand acco unt should be more precise with regard to
geography and dating" (p. 82). Such statemen ts show that the
Tanne rs have built much of their case for the ir black hole theory
upon the erroneous assumption that, because the men who wrote
on the small plates personall y witnessed Neph ite history and their
account is a "first-hand" account, the small plates cannot be an
ab ri dgment and should then contain more hi stori cal details.
Read in g such statements, I honestly can ' t he lp but wonder if the
Tanners understand what an abridgment is, si nce an "account,"
eve n a "fir st-hand account," can be short or long, abridged or
unabridged, and a witness can give a full account or a summary
depending upon the circum stances.
Although not abridged by Mormon, the small plates are quite
clearl y an abrid gment of early Nephite history, teaChings, and
prophec ies. Thi s can be demonstrated on several ground s. First we
know that in the first portion of Nephi's record , he abridged the
record of his fa ther Lehi. Material not recorded in full included

first twO books of Nep hi when he began working on the first pan of the Book of
Mormon. It would. of course, be very easy to fo rget ro include this material when
il came time /Q rewrite the two books of Nepht' (p. 52. emphasis added).
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the genealogy of Lehi's fathers, wh ich he di scovered on the brass
plates (1 Nephi 6:1-2; 19:2) ; the full account of hi s famil y's
joumeyings in the wi lderness, or as Nephi puts it, "the more part
of our proceed ings in the wil derness" (1 Nephi 19 :2); the
chastening word s which the Lord spake to Lehi ( 1 Nephi 16:2426); the words freq uentl y found upon the ball (1 Nephi 16:2527); and many other promi ses of the Lord (1 Nephi 15: 11 ;
17: 12- 14). In addition to hi storica l matters, Leh i's record
probably al so included a full account of his prophecies and
teachings, of wh ich Nephi gives only a summary, such as hi s
prophecies and teachings, to the Jews at Jerusalem ( I Neph i I: J820); his prophecies regarding the brass pl ates and his seed, which
Nephi said were "many" ( I Nephi 5: 17- 19); hi s exhortations to
Laman and Lemuel fo llowing hi s tree of life vision and other
teachin gs given in the valley of Lemuel (I Nephi 8:37-38; 9:1);
his teachin gs and prophecie s regarding the comin g of the
Messiah, his forerunner, and the scaucrin g and redemption of the
Jews ( I Nephi 10:1 - 16; 15: 1); his teachings regardin g the Lord 's
mercies upon the waters (2 Nephi 1: 1- 3); hi s commandments
regarding plural marriage and cha st ity (Jacob 2:25-34); and
many things whic h he taught Laman and Lemuel before hi s death
(2 Nephi 4: 14). In additi on to historical informati on and doctrinal
teachings and prophecies, Leh i's record also wou ld have included
many of his visions and dreams, such as the fu ll accounts of his
first vision of a pi ll ar of fi re ( I Neph i I :6), hi s second vision
regardin g God's judgment s upon Je ru sal em ( I Nephi 1:13; 2
Nephi I :4). the coming of the Messiah and the redemption of the
world ( I Neph i 1: 14- 15, 19), a fu ll account of his vision of the
tree of life ( I Nephi 8:29-36), and many other visions and dreams
that he revea led to his childre n ( I Nephi 1: 16- 17).
Not onl y are First and Second Nephi a partial abridgme nt of
Lehi's record , but Neph i's accoun t is also an abridgmen t of hi s
own hi story, teachings, and prophecies. These abridged material s
included Nephi's teac hin gs regarding the restoration of the Jews
in the latter day s ( 1 Nephi 15 : 19-20), hi s exhortations to hi s
rebelli ous family in the wilde rness (I Nephi 16:24-26), a full
accou nt of his words to his rebellious brethren at Bountiful (1
Nephi 17:52), the Lord 's inst ructi ons regarding the constructi on
of the Lehitc vesse l ( \ Neph i 17:7-9; 18: 1-4), the words of the
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an gel regarding th e 600-year prophecy of Christ's coming ( I
Nephi 19:8), hi s teachings from the brass plates and the books of
Moses ( 1 Nephi 19:2 1- 23), hi s word s to hi s rebellious brethren
following the death of Lehi (2 Nephi 4: 14), thc words hi s brothers
murmured again st him after Lehi 's death (2 Nephi 5:4), many of
his prophec ies ( I Ne phi 19: I) , a reve lation fr o m the Lord
regard in g the Lamanil es (2 Nephi 5:20- 25), Neph i's
comme ntaries and teac hings to hi s c hild ren regardin g how the
judgments of God that came upon the Jews were a fulfillment of
Isaiah 's prop hecies (2 Ne phi 25:6), other deta il s regardin g
Nephi's vision that he was nOI forbidd en to speak of or write (1
Nephi 14:24- 30; 3 1:1- 12, 14- 15), and many other thin gs taught
among the Nephites ( I Neph i 33: I) .
Third , like Nephi , Jacob and hi s descendant s touc h o nly
li gh tl y upon Nephite history, which was includ ed on the large
plates a nd co ntained the record of Lehi ( I Neph i 19: 1);
genealogical matters ( I Nephi 6: 1- 2; 19:2); the full account of
Nephite history ( I Nephi 9:2; 2 Nephi 4: 13- 14; 5:33; Jacob 1:3;
3: 13; Omn i 1:11), includ ing the re ign of kings ( I Nephi 9:4;
J aco b 3: 13; J arom 1: 13- 14 ; Omn i 1: 11 ); and the ir wars,
content ions, and destruction s ( 1 Nephi 9:2; 19:4; Jacob 3:13;
Jarom 1:13- 14). Although we frequ ently refer to the large plates
as containing secular matters, it is appare nt that they also
contained more spiritual matters as well. Thus they included many
prophecies and teac hings of Lehi and Neph i mentioned above,
and also a more detai led account of those of Jacob and others as
well, whic h the small plates onl y touc h upon briefly . These
included, among other thin gs, man y of the word s of Jacob to the
people of Neph i (2 Nephi 6:1-3; 11:1 ; 3 1:1-2); the detail s of
Jacob's own vision (2 Nephi 6:8- 11 ; 10:3); ot her words of Jacob
against unchastity and othe r sins (Jacob 3: 12); teac hin gs of
Nephite prophets, teac hers . and priests durin g the time of Enos,
Jarom, and othe rs (Enos 1:22-23,26; Jaro m 1:4, 10- 12); an
accoum of the destruction of the more wicked part of the Nephites
durin g Ama ro n 's time (O mni 1:5-7), the pro phecies a nd
teac hings of Mosiah l as he tra veled with his people into the
wilderness (Omni 1:12- 13); the genealogy of Zarahem la (Omni
I : 18); and the words on the Jaredite stone (O mni I :20-22). Thus
the small plates. fro m begi nn ing to e nd , were quite clearly an
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abridgment, not only of historical matters, bUI of spiritual matters
as well.

Nephi's Theme
Finally, the small plates are not simpl y any kind of
abrid g ment. bul o ne wi th a very foc used purpose. Near the
beginn ing of hi s record Nephi states,
And now I, Nephi. do no t g ive th e genealogy of my
fath ers in this part of my record ; neither at any time shall I
give it after upon these plates which I am writing; for il is
given in the record whic h has been kept by my fa ther;
wherefore, I do not write it in this work. For it suffi ceth me
to say that we are descendants of Joseph . And it mattereth
not to me that I am particular to give a full account of all
the th in gs of my fa ther, for they cannot be written upon
these plates, fo r I desire the room thai I may write the
thin gs of God. For the fulness of mine intent is that I may
persuade men to come unto the God of Abraham, and the
God of Isaac, and the God of Ja cob and be saved.
Wherefore, the things which are pleasin g unto the world I
do not write. but the things which are pleasing unto God
and unto those who are not of the world . Wherefore, I
shall give commandment unto my seed, thaI they shall not
occupy these plates with things which are not of worth
unto the c hildren of men. ( I Nephi 6: 1-6)
I find it significant that the writers on the small plates are
consiste nt in sticking to Nephi's theme . A lth ough Nephi does
provide some historical bac kground on the small plates,61 Ihi s is
largely to prov ide a context for hi s ow n prophecies and teac hings
regarding C hrist. Yet even these hi sto rica l section s often have
profound doctrinal overtones re lating to salvation and the gospel
of Jesus Christ. 62 Jacob states that before Nephi died he "gave me,
61 Rel3lively few chaptcrs 011 the small plates purport to contain historical
information anyway.
62 I am thinking in particular of the well ·known Exodus theme, which has
been discussed by numerous writers. See fo r example, S. Kent Brown . ''The
Exodus Pattern in the Book of Mormon." 11YU Swdies 30/3 (Summer 1990):
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Jacob, commandm ent concerning the small plates, upon which
these things are engraven ," Jacob was commanded

thai I should write upon Ihese plates a few of the things
which I considered most prec ious; that I shou ld nol touch,
save it were lightly, concerning the history of thi s people
which are called the people of Nephi. For he said that the
hi story of his people should be eng raven upon his other
plates. and that I should preserve these plates and hand
them down umo my seed, from generation to generation.
And if there were preaching which was sacred. or
revelation which was great, or prophesying, that I shou ld
engraven the heads of them upon these plates, and touch
upon them as much as it were possible, for Christ's sake,
and for the sake of our people. (Jacob I: 1-4)

Nephi's whole purpose in making the small plates was to
persuade men and women to co me unto Christ. Jacob and his
descendants were specifica ll y commanded by Nephi "not to
touch, save it were lightly, concerni ng the history of this people,"
the reign of kin gs, etc. They were commanded to be selective and
to choose from among those teaching s, revelations, and
prophecies that they considered sacred, great, or precious those
that would be most appropriate to Nephi's theme of persuading
men and women to come unto Christ and be saved. This is exactly
what Jacob and hi s descendants do. Jacob makes a few brief
historical comments (Jacob I) and then discusses his teachings
against pride and unc hastity (Jacob 2- 3); then he makes a few
prophetic comment s regarding Christ and his rejection by the Jews
and c ites Zenos's allegory of the olive tree (Jacob 5:1-77), in
addition to some further comment s of hi s own (Jacob 6:1 - 13), to
show how the Jews "after having rejected the sure foundation
[Christ] can ever build upon it" (Jacob 4:17). Finally, he provides
an account of his e ncounter with the anti-Christ Sherem, who
attacked the prophecies about Christ.

111-26, and John L. Sorenson and Melvin J. Thorne, eds .. Rediscovering Ille
Book oj Mormon (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and F.A.R.M.S., 1991),92-99.
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Enos gives an account of how he received a remission of his
sins through the atonement of Christ and how that experience
affected his life thereafter (Enos I: 1-27). Jarom, clearly aware of
Nephi 's commandment to his grandfather to choose prophecies
and revelations and teaching s that were preciou s, states that he
"shall not write the things of my prophesying, nor of my
revelations . For what could 1 write more than my fathers have
written? For have not they revealed the plan of salvation? I say
unto you, Yea; and this sufficeth me" (Jarom t :2). He then shows
how the Lord blessed and prospered the Nephites in fulfillment of
the prophecies of their father s that if they would keep the
commandments of God they would prosper in the land (Jarom
1:3-10). Omni does not write much, stating that he considered
himself a "w icked man" who presumably did not have many
revelations (Omni I: 1- 3), but his son Amaron tells how the more
wicked part of the Nephites were destroyed in fulfillment of the
prophecy that if they would not keep the commandments of God
they would not prosper (Omni 1:4-8). While Chemish only makes
a brief comment on how the record was passed down , his son
Abinadom makes a bri ef hi stori cal comment (Omni I: I 0) and
then states "I know of no revelation save that which has been
written, neither prophecy; wherefore, that which is suffi cient is
written" (Om ni 1: 11) . Thi s is again suggest ive of Nephi's
commandments to Jacob and his seed to be selective regarding the
revelations or prophecies they would include on their record. Thi s
verse probably does not suggest, as I once thought , that Abinadom
did not have revelation s or did not prophesy, but rather that he did
not consider it necessary to include any of those on the small
plates. Finall y, Amaleki provides so me necessary historical
information regarding Mosiah I and his exodus from the land of
Nephi and hi s ascension to the throne in Zarahemla, but he also
provides a few comments regarding Christ, in vit ing all men to
"come unto God, the Holy One of Israel," and to believe in
revelations, prophecies. and other spi ritual gifts and to seek after
Ihings that are good. "A nd now , my beloved brethren, I would
Ihat ye should come unto Christ, who is the Holy One of Israel,
and panake of his salvation, and the power of his redemption. Yea,
come unto him, and offer your whole soul s as an offering unto
him, and continue in fa sting and prayer, and endure to the end;
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and as the Lord liveth ye will be saved" (Omni I :25-26), These
are certainly appropriate words for one who is the last writer on a
record dedicated to persuading people to come unto Christ, the
God of Israe l. In short, the writers on the small plates from Nephi
to Amaleki are both consistent in what they write and obedient to
Nephi's commands given at the beginning of the record.
Here we shou ld also note that the sma ll plates were made for
other purposes than just replacing the lost 116 pages. They in faci
served at least two purposes and not just one. Nephi said that they
( I) were to be "kept for the instruction of my people, who should
possess the land ," and also (2) "for other wise purposes, which
purposes are known unto the Lord" ( I Nephi 19:3). Thus, the
sma ll plates had a lready served an important purpose for the
Nephite people, long before Mormon placed them in his own
account.

Black Holes and Other Singularities
In 1974 physicist Stephen Hawking surprised hi s colleagues
by suggest ing that, contrary to popular understanding, black holes
actually emit particles of radiation and must, therefore, eventually
evaporate. According to Hawking. this implies that "gravitational
collapse is not as final and irreversible as we o nce thought."63
Regarding thi s theory , William J . Kaufmann explains, "As
material pours out of a primordial hole, new information is being
introduced into the universe. In principle, the matter erupting
from one of these hol es ca rries color, texture, chemi cal
compos iti o n~a l1 fresh, new data Ihat never before existed in the
unive rse. A primordial (black/white) hole is there fore an
'informati o n source.' "64
Since its publication in 1830, one could say that the Book of
Mormon has been the focus of a great deal of "negative e nergy."
I have always found it so mew hat remarkable that Book of
Mormon critic isms through the years have inad vertently had the
tendency to bring the Latter-day Saints to a deeper understanding
63 Stephen W. Hawking. A Brief History of Time: From the Big Bang

/0

Black Holes (Toronto and New York: B;;Intam Books, 1988), 112.
64 William J. Kaufmann, III, Black. Holes and Warped Spacetime (New York:
W. H. Freeman, 1979).215.
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and appreciation for that book by hi ghlighting significant
elements that mi ght otherwise have been ignored.
What the Tanners have characterized in the small plates as a
mundane conglomerati on of odds and ends st rikes me as an
extremely sophisticated text. wit h many signi ficant historical.
literary. doctrinal and spiritual insights. which are bot h relevant
and profound-rays of li ght , as it were. out of what the Tanners
ironically call a "black hole." As the criticisms of the doubters
and disaffect ed continue to shrink and evaporate, those who
accept the Book of Mormon for what it claims to be can look
forward to the not-too-d istant informat ion ex plosion, in which all
that was once lost wi l\ be restored (2 Nephi 27: 11 ; 29:13- 14;
30: 16-18; 3 Nephi 26:6-1 1; Ether 4:13- 19; O&C 121:33). In the
meantime, as Hugh Nibley rem inds us, "There is no point at all to
the question : Who wrote the Book of Mormon? It would have
been quite as imposs ible for the most learned man alive in 1830 to
have written the book as it was for Joseph Smith . And whoever
would account for the Book of Mormon by any theory suggested
so fa r-save one- must complete ly rul e out the first forty
pages."65

65 Hugh Nibley. uhi in the Desert. The World 0/ the Jaredires. There Were
Jaredires (Salt Lake City: Deserct Book and F.A. R.M .S., (988), 123.

Jerald and Sandra Tanner, Answering Mormon
Scholars: A Response to Criticism of the Book
"Covering Up the Black Hole in the Book of
Mormon." vol 1. Salt Lake City: Utah Lighthouse
Ministry, 1994. 179 pp. $6.00.

Reviewed by John A. Tvedtnes
Jerald and Sandra Tanner seem to have gotten what they want
at last-a debate. For thirty-four years, they complain , the LOS
Churc h never rebutted their work and failed to "refute ou r
allegations" (p. I). Thi s "consp iracy of si lence," they believe,
was broken when several LOS scholars undertook to write reviews
of their book, Covering Up the Black Hole in the Book of
Mormon. Evidently gearing up for a response to the reviews of
their second book, the new volume has been labeled "Volume
I ...

The Tanners' com pl aint that the LOS Church a nd LOS
scholars ignored them for so many years struck me as strange . It's
like saying, "We shot can non at their wall and fail ed to dent it, but
the damned fools don't have e nough sense to shoot back!"
Why is it so important to the Tanners that "Mormon
apologists" respond to their writings? Does it give them a sense of
legitimacy? of scholarship? of importance? They claim that thei r
work is "hav ing a s ignificant impact upon some Mormon
scholars" (p. I). Who are these scholars? They also complain that
Daniel Peterson "was very careful not to mention the fact that our
work has had a significant effect upon thousands of members of
the church" (p. 2). Perhaps Dan doesn't know any of these
people. I have yet to meet anyone-scholar or no- who has
claimed th ai the Tanners' work influenced hi s or her thinking.

Editor's note: a longer, more complete version of this review can be
obtained from the Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon Studies, 1-800327-67 15.
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Unlike the Tanners, I don' t have Ihe lUxury of spendi ng most
of my wakin g hours researching the subjects into which they
delve. I have a job 10 hold down, a fa mil y 10 support, and I have
never been paid for any of my reviews of anti-Mormon literature.
There are some profess ional anli-LDS cril ics, bUI no professional
apologists; all of the apolog ists earn their li ving do ing other
thi ngs. 1
For the record, the decision to write a review of the Tanners'
Answering Mormon Scholars was my ow n. That decision was
made because it became clear that the Ta nn ers have
misunderstood, misinterpreted, or misrepresented some of what I
wrOle in my rev iew of their Covering Up the Black Hole in the
Book of Mormon. The majority of my com men ts in this present
review will deal directly with what they have said about my earlier
review. For the most part, I shall let the other rev iewers deal with
what has been said about their work. In some cases, however, I
shall add insights that might otherwise be missed and comment on
the Tanners' met hodology.

The "Conspiracy of Silence"
All of the statements regard ing the Church's wish to ignore
them are hearsay only. For my part, I can categorically state that,
contrary to the Tanners' assertions regarding the LOS Chu rch's
actions in regard to them (p. I), no chu rc h leaders have ever
encouraged or discouraged me to respond to the Tanners.
According to the Tanners, the LDS Church has cond ucted a
"conspiracy of sil e nce" to ignore their work (p. I). To me,
declining 10 take the Tan ners serious ly is not evidence of a
"conspi racy." But in the world of anti-Mormon publ ishing,

I Mati Pou lscn has been complaining that. despite the passage of a long
10 some of
his anti·Mormon writings. What he fails to te ll people is that hc took nearly
two years to write his response. My fail ure to spend more time debating with
Poulsen can be attributed to my 40-hour.per-week work schedule and the fact that
I have been trying to complete a book and a number of ankles. Poulsen is not
my top priority, especia ll y when I have no forum in which to publish a reply
(f.A.R.M.S. does nOI publish rev iews of privately-circu lated correspondence,
only of published books).

period of time, I have nOi responded to his response to my response

206

REVIEW OF BOOKS ON 1l-IE BOOK OF MORMON 6/2 (1994)

words like conspiracy add to the sensationalism that sells books.2
And that is, after all, how the Tanners make their li ving.
When Latter-day Saints ignore their work, the Tanners believe
that we are participating in a "conspiracy of silence." When we
review their work, it shows [hal we are "concerned," Either way,
the Tanners conclude that the Mormons have someth ing to fear.
We're damned if we do and damned i f we don 't. But 1 don ' t
think they' re really interested in a dialogue. I believe that nothing
short of total capitulation to the Tanners' view of thin gs would
really satisfy them.
The T anners claim that their book Covering Up the Black
Ho le in the Book of Mormon "certa inl y agitated some of the
scho lars at the Mormon Church 's Bri gham Young University and
the Foundation for Ancien t Research and Mormon Stud ies" (p.
I ). 1 cannot speak for others, but I, for one, was not agitated. I was
asked to rev iew the book and did so. Moreover, I was never party
to a "plan ... to have a number of scholars simultaneous ly tear
into our work" (p. 2). I had no idea that others had reviewed or
would rev iew the book and no one at F.A.R.M.S. knew what I
would write. In fact , until I was asked to review the book, I hadn't
even heard of it. I hadn't followed the Tanners' work for about
two decades.)
On another occasion. I was agitated by a booklet written by
Brent on Yorgason, Little Kno wn Evidences of rhe Book of
Mormon, which, unlike the Tanners' work, was support ive of the
Book of Mormon. What bothered me about the work was that it
2 Joseph McCarthy buil t his pol itical career using terms like conspiracy.
The Tanners have bui lt their publishing career using a similar list. Some of their
published ma terials give one the impression that they believe that all Mormons
(or at least aU General Authorities) are involved in a gigantic conspiracy.
3 Though I have appreciated the fact that the Tanners have reprinted old LOS
materials (hence the original name of their publishing concern. Modern
Microfilm), I have often found it difficu lt to take thci r own work s seriously.
Several years ago. I noted an article in the Salt Lake Tribune annou ncing that
Sandra Tanner would give a class for non· Mormons to help them understand their
Mormon neig hbors. The article indicated that Sandra was an eJ(ptrt on the
Mormons. · I had a good laugh and felt sorry for the class attendees. who would
not Icarn anything about theiT neighbors, but only about Mormon beliefs with
which the Tanners disagreed. I wrote a letter to the editor, questioning Sandra
Tanncr's motives and her ··eJ(pertise·· on the Mormons. but the Tribune declined
to publish it.
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really contained no valid evidence whatsoever for the Book of
Mormon , and I so stated in my review . Though not asked by
F.A.R.M.S. to review that work , I sent a review anyway because of
my deep concern fo r its complete lack of scholarship .4 So I
wasn't just picking on the Tanners. If anything, I was picking on
Vargason's pro-Book of Mormon wo rk . Surely this say s
something about the fairn ess with which I approached the subjects
and is evidence that I am not a rabid apologist, wi lling to accept
anything favoring the Book of Mormon and reject anything
opposing it.
The Tanners seem to believe that F.A. R.M.S. is out to get
them because it published negative rev iews of their book . But even
some of the books publi shed by F.A. R.M.S. have gotten negative
reviews in the F.A.R.M .S. Review of Books on the Book of
Mormon, including some in the same issue (volume 3) in which
the Tanners' book was rev iewed. This included one of my articles,
a book wrillen by John W. Welch, found er of F.A.R.M.S., and an
article by Hugh Nibley . On anot her occasion, so me negative
comments were made about an articl e by Noel B. Rey nolds,
F.A.R.M.S. president (vo lume 4) . The Tanners draw attention to
some of these rev iews (pp. 123-24, 145), but don' t note the
implications. Surely they indicate a measure of fairn ess in the way
books are rev iewed by F.A.R.M.S.
The Tanners' claim that the LDS Ch urch has conducted a
"conspiracy of silence" to ignore their work. This is what I call a
"Brodieism," from the remarkable ability of Fawn Brodie to read
the minds of long-deceased historical personages such as Joseph
Smith and Thomas Jefferson. Rather than use terms such as "we
believe" or "we suggest," the Tanners often make statements of
absolute fact about what others are thinking. Thus, to the Tanners,
it seems, anyone who di sagrees with them mu st be "upset."
"Mormon sc holars were very upset with us" (p. 3). In their
Covering Up the Black Hole in the Book of Mormon, Ihey try the
same mind read in g technique on Joseph Smith , saying that "he
must have become very tired, di scouraged and concerned that he

4 See John A. Tvedtnes. review of lillie Known Evidences of lhe Book. af
Mormon. by Brenton G. Vorgason, in Review of Booh on lhe Book of Mormon
2 (1990): 260.-06 (hereafter RBBM).
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could not adequately reconstruct the story found in the missing
116 pages" (p . 42).

An Assessment of Joseph Smith
In the ir Covering Up the Black Hole in the Book of Mormon ,
the Tanners actually introduce two theories. But the "b lack hole"
theory and the "B ible plagiarism" theory are at odds one with the
other. The latte r assumes that Joseph Sm ith 's fantasti c memory
enabled him to recall bibli cal ex pressions and incorporate them
wholesale into the Book of Mormon. 5 The former has Joseph
Smith " forgett ing" what he had written on the 116 lost pages and
having to avoid discussing the same lopics, lest he contradict what
he had dictated earlier. We are left to wonder if the Tanners
consider Joseph S mith to be a brilliant charlatan with a nearphotographic memory or a dimwitted fool who believed he could
foist hi s inconsistent story on a gullible pUblic.6
The Tanners also seem to vacillate between allowing Joseph
Sm ith to bo rrow from his carlier dic tation when it serves their
purpose, while denying him the ability to remember what he had
already di ctated when that fits their argument. For example, they
have him bo rrowin g fro m Alma 36:22 in 1 Nephi 1:8 and I

5 On this issue, too, the Tanners unwittingly contradict thcmselyes. On the
one hand, they have Joseph Smith recalling vast numbers of phrases from the
Bible (sec pp. 101-17 in the current work and pan 2 of Covering Up Ihe Black
Hole ill lire Book of Mormon) . On the other, they write that the lack of accurate
information on Old Testament sacrifices in the Book of Mormon indicates that
Joseph Smith, whom they sec as its author. had no "real understanding of Old
Testament sacrifices and other Jewish customs" (pp. 99-100), How could he
know the Bible so well and ye t not know as much as the Tanners about these
subjects? I shall return to a discussion of sacrifices and Jewish festivals tater in
this fCyieW .
6 There arc. in fact. a number of examples of promises in the Book of
Mormon to return to a topic which we re fu lfilled. If Joseph Smith authored the
book, then he had to remember these promises and fill in the details in
subsequent passages. The Book of Mormon attributes them to Mormon. See the
discussion in my "Mormon's Editorial Promises," in Rediscovering Ihe Book of
Mormon, cd. John L. Sorenson and Melyin 1. Thorne (Salt Lake City: Desertt
Book & F.A.R.M .S .. 1991).29 n. 3 1.
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Nephi 8:4 (pp. 50-51).7 On the other hand, they maintain that
Joseph "could not remember ex.actly what he had written in the
last nine books of the Book of Mormon" (p. 53). 8 Consequently,
when he dictated Lehi 's 600-year prophecy in I Nephi 10:4, he
"seemed totally oblivious to the fact that he had already recorded
a prophecy by Samuel th e Lamanite regarding the birth of
Christ" (p. 53). To believe that Joseph Smith could remember
words from an earlier part of his dictation (Alma 36:22) but could
not remember one of the most outstanding prophecies in the
Book of Mormon that was dictated later (Helaman 14) stretches
the imagination beyond reasonable bounds. Besides, the Tanners
seem to want it both ways, for they appear to agree with Brent Lee
Metcalfe that Jose ph Smith borrowed the 600 years from 3 Nephi
1:1 to write the prophecy in 1 Nephi 10:4 (p. 54).9

The Hofmann Affair
The Tanners hyperbolically declare that "all of the Mormon
Church's top scholars accepted the authenticity of the Hofmann
documents" (p. 17), despite the fact that they cite a Los Angeles
Times article that "so me Mormon s" claimed that the
"salamander letter" was a forgery (p. 23). I accepted the Lucy
Mack Smith letter and the Anthon tran script as authentic, based on
the judgme nt of others, but I had my doubts about other
1 The Tanners hint that the words "methought I saw ... God silting upon
his throne" in Alma 36:22 were taken by Joseph Smith from a sermon of George
Whitefield. published in 1808. in which he declared. "Me thinks I see , . . the
Judge sitting on his throne" (p. 50). If Joseph Smith borrowed from Whitefield
or other writers of his time or earlier, he must have had either a fantastic memory
or kept the books al his side while dictating the Book. of Mormon. I repeal the
question that I asked in my review of Brent Metcalfe. cd .. New Approaches to the
Book. of Mormon: "How large was the Smith Farm Library, anyway?!"
8 But the Tanners note that Joseph Smit h was so "repetitious in his
writings" in the Book of Mormon that "if Joseph Smith were the author of the
book. as we maintain. one would expect to find similar phrases or sentences in
both the fi rst and last parts of the Book of Mormon" (p. 52). Thi s blanket
statement. with on ly one example (the fin al battles of the Jaredites and the
Nephites), may be intend,ed to explai n instances where early and later passages
of the Book of Mormon are in harmony.
9 Sec Brent Lee Metcalfe, New Approaches 10 the Book of Mormon (Salt
Lake City; Signature Books. 1993).416-17.
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documents. such as the "salamander" letter and the Joseph Smith
III blessing. 10 My doubts we re not based on the controversial
nature of these doc uments, but on the tim ing of their appearance.
I was unaware that a sing le person- Mark Hofman n-was the
SOUTce of all of the documents. Histori ans sometimes become a
little susp icious when two or more letters of different provenance
suddenly appear on the scene supportin g a new version of an
hi storical event. A second consideration was the very fact that the
docume nt s had bee n preserved . What were the chances, for
example, that a letter written by an obscure backwoods New York
far me r would have been kepi fo r a cent ury and a half? Had I
know n, I wou ld perhaps have been suspicious of the others as well.
The Tanners ask why "the Mormon leaders," as prophets, did
not detect the fraud perpetrated on the Church by Mark Hofmann
(p. 19). T he answer li es in Joseph Sm ith's declaration that "a
prophet was a prophet o nl y when acting as SUCh."1 I I presume
that President Hinckley need not have been exercising prophetic
gifts when he made business purchases for the Churc h. Moreover,
we have, in the Bibl e. examp les of prophets who be lieved lies
(Jos hu a 9:3-27; 1 Kings 13: 14- 19). As hum an bei ngs. even
prophets can make mistakes, though when they act as prophet and
pres ident we should accept their word and li ve accordingly.12
10 t do ag ree with the Tanners' assessment (pp. 41-43) of how some
scholars dcalt with the "salamander" issue. To me, the letter was a possible
fo rgery. but even if aut hentic it was only secondary evidence for what Joseph
Smith had said. To me. the most important fact was that Martin Harris and
William W. Phelps had joined the Church despite the contents of the letter and
that they never challenged the angel Moroni story told by Joseph Smith.
Besides. other early sources spoke of an angel, while only anti~Mormon sourCC5
had published the story of a toad, from which, as it turns out, Hofmann got the
idea of a salamander.
II The Tanners' expectation "that the president of the Mormon Church." as
a seer, should be able to " translate a ll records that are of ancient date" (q uoting
Mosiah 8:13) is unrealistic. since the Book of Mormon passage has reference to
one possessing the Urim and Thummim. As far as I know. these instruments
were not returned 10 the Church after Joseph Smith gave them back to the angel
Moroni. (lie 5:265).
12 It may even go beyond this. I know of at Icast three cases in which a
man gUilty of serious sin would not have been caught had he not been called to a
position in the Church. In each case, the sin would nOI have been discovered had
the call not been made. I believe that the Lord sometimes use~ this to make such
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In their di scuss ion of the Hofmann affair, the Tanners repeat
what they have long asserted- that the LDS Church is
"suppressing" docu ments it does nol want made publi c by
placing them in the First Presidency's vau lt (p. 24). But placing an
hi storical document in a safe place hardly implies suppress ion.
Burning the docu ment would be a safer way of gettin g rid of
negative evidence. Placin g it in a vault only preserves it for future
use . We have the example of the Joseph Smith papyri, which lay
for decades in the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City,
only to be brought to the Churc h's attention by a professor doing
research there . Yet no one has accused th e Metropolitan of
"suppressing" these documents! They were their guard ian, just as
the Church is the guardian of many documents. Recent history
has shown us how peopl e like the Tanners mi suse such
documents-sometimes literally publishing what does not belong
to them-to promote their own ends. Co nsequently, one is not
surpri sed when the Tanners, unable to obtain document s they
want, accuse the Church of su ppression.
I find it ironic that th e Tanners, after condemning Dan
Peterson's pass ing reference (in a footnote!) to Mark Hofmann's
opinion of Brent Metcalfe (pp. 17,2 1), go on to cite Hofmann's
confession to prove that President Hinckley was trying to hide the
truth by keeping supposedl y dangerous documents out of the
hands of the Chu rch's enemies (pp. 29- 30). It seems that, to the
Tanners, it is all rig ht to use Hofmann'S statements as ev idence
only when it supports their view of the world . St rangely , the
minutes the Tanners quote from a meeting of the First Presidency
and the Qu orum of the Twelve (p. 3 1), rather than suggesting a
cover-up, indicate that the Church was going to publicly announce
the acqui sition ; clearly, thi s does not support Hofmann's story.

discoveries known to Church leaders. He may have used the same tactic to trap
Mark Hofmann . I realize that the Tanners will see this as a "cop out"' and that it
will not sit well wit h ma ny people in the Churc h. Some may object that the Lord
would not have lei it get 10 the point of murder. In response. t suggest reading
Alma 14:8- 11.
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Issues or People ?
The Tanners complain that, " instead of j ust dealing with the
issues, Mormon critics have spen t part of the ir energy trying to

impugn our motives and belittle ou r research" (p. 64). Thi s is a
kett le/pot issue since, in their long history of writing ant i-Mormon
literature, the Tan ners have typ ically soug ht to impugn the
motives of those with whom they disagree and have anempted to
belitt le their research. Motives are important, but I agree that
issues are more important. 13 I can honestly say that I have tried
hard to deal mostly with issues. In my review of their Cover ing Up
the Billck Hole in rhe Book of Mormon, I gave the Tanners a fai r
amount of credit for their work , while disagreeing wi th many of
their concl usions. 14 In this current review, I shall a lso give them
credit where it is due, wh il e show ing why I disagree wit h much of
what they have written.

" Proof"
In their publicati ons, the Tanners freq uentl y cite opinions and
documen ts as "proof' for the ideas they present. They are not
proof, but evidence, to be considered and weighed in con nection
with other pieces of evidence. Historiography, like crimi nology, is

13 The Tanners complain (pp. 6-7) that four of the reviewers in vol. 6 no. 1
of ROOM attack Brent Metcalfe's acade mic qualifications. Thc implication is
that, when LDS apologists turn to such tactics, they must not have anything
valid to say about the issues themselves. But what about the ten other reviewers
who apparently did not discuss Metcalfe's lack of academic credentials? I, for
example, addrcssed issues, not personalities.
14 I also agree wit h a few of the issues they have presented in their recent
book, such as thcir discussion of whether thc Ncphitcs arc "Jewish" (pp. 92-94).
Latter-day Saints often go overboard in trying to distinguish between Jews and
other Israclites. Whi le there was usually a differentiation anciently, most people
today consider the te rms Jew and Israeli//!: to be synonymous. Once, when a
group of our BYU students wcnt 10 visit Israel's chief rabbi in Israel, one of them
tricd to cltplain thaI while Jews were descendants of Judah, Mormons were
desce ndants of Joseph. Rabbi Gorcn interrupted to say that he, at least. was not
a dcscendant of Judah, but of Joseph. While most Jews do not know their tribal
affiliation, it is clear that they include representatives of a ll or most of the tribes
of Israel. Jewish descendants of Levi and Joseph frequemly have family
traditions tying them to those tribes.
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the process whereby all pieces of evidence are exami ned and a
defennination of probability is made. It is a lesson that both LDS
and non-LDS researchers must learn.
A case in point is the Tanners' declaration, cited from page 23
of Covering Up the Black Hole in the Book of Mormon, that "all
the ev idence po ints to the fact that Joseph Smith had to be
elltremely evasive with regard to the war material he had originally
prepared in the 116 pages because he cou ld not accurately
reproduce it again" (p. 88). "All the ev idence" is rather
hyperbolic,l.'i especiall y since the evidence of the text itself is that
the small plates were not to be used for recording history. The
Tanners may choose to reject this latter evidence, but it would
nevertheless be more accurate for them to write someth ing like
"some ev id ence leads us to believe" or "based on our
examination of the evide nce, we co nclude." Their a priori
assumption that Joseph Smith was a charl atan determines what
they consider "evidence." To be sure, the same could be said of
those who accept Joseph Smith as a prophet and consider only his
explanat ion as valid. For my part, I can say th at, having examined
the evide nce for the Tanners' theory and for Joseph Smi th's
declarations, I find the fo rmer unconvincing and the latter
reasonable if one admits the possibili ty of divine revelation.
Removing the divine aspects from Joseph Smith 's story wou ld
make the Book of Mormon untrue, but would not va lidate the
"black hole" theory.

The Book of Abraham
The Tan ners devote six pages of their new book to an
appendi x entitled "Tvedt nes' Attempt to Save the Book of
Abraham." Since the book purports to be a response to critics of
their " bl ack hole" theory, the appendix seems rather out of
place. 1 ca n on ly concl ude that it has been included to cast doubts
on my abilities as a scholar. I suppose I cou ld simp ly respond by
pointing out that , at the time Richley Crapo and I published our
first articles on the subject, I was still an undergraduate student.
15 We shall see other examples of their hyperbole when wc discuss their
views about the Dead Sea Scrolls as evidence against the Book of Mormon, later
in this article.
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S ince that ti me, I have earned four degrees a nd a modest
reputalion, for which, however, I do not cl aim infa llibility.
Nevenheless, the Tan ners have erred in their assessment of my
work on the Book of Abraham. It is clear from his statements that
Professor Baer did not unde rstand that we were postulating a
preex istent Abraham ic tex t La whic h a mnemon ic key was later
added . Otherw ise, he could not have sa id what he did about the
insignificance of the word the or this. Baer made some minor
poin ts with which I agree and that I hope to reexam ine when time
permits. Despite these, the theory is. as Richley and I pointed out,
a work ing theory des igned to ex pla in how the Book of Abraham
may have come about.
Rich ley's comment s about the study of how students divided
the Egyptian words on the small Sensen papyrus do not affect the
th eory.16 I did not see that part of the study. The portio n of the
study that fell into my hands was different in nature and showed
that the students in two groups (a test group and a control group)
did not reproduce Joseph Smi th 's work. I wou ld like to see the
word-divis io n test performed wi th a larger group that would
prov ide us some stat istical probabi li ties.
Since I did my work on the Book of Abraham in 1968-7 1, a
lot of new discoveries have been made by me and by others. Some
of my own work was presented in detail three years ago in a series
of lectures I gave on the Book of Abraham and summaries of the
work of several people were presented about two years ago in a
F.A.R.M.S. worki ng group. Unfortunate ly. I don' t th ink that the
LDS read ing public is going to rush to purchase a new book on
the topic.

The " Problem" of Doctrine a nd Co venants 10 and 132
In Coverillg Up tire Black Hole ill the Book of Mormon (pp.
37-38), the Tanners cite the theory of "Mormon sc holar Max
Park in" that Doctrine and Covenants ]0 is a compos ite of two
d ifferent revelations received at two differe nt times, then declare
that "t he idea of two differen t dates does not give one a great deal
16 Richlc)' Crapo, ··Ernic and Etic Approaches:· in Book of Abraham
Symposium, cd. John A. Tvedtnes (Sa lt Lake et)': Salt Lake Institute of
Religion. 1970). 33.
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of confidence in Joseph Smilh's methods." What we're dealing
with here is not known facts about how Doctrine and Covenants
10 came to be , but Parkin 's co nj ect ure . I fail to see how an
unsubstantiated theory can refl ect poorl y on Joseph Smith . I know
of no evidence whatsoever that Joseph Smi th combined two
differen t revelations of different date s to give us Doctrine and
Covenants 10. 17
The Tanners respond by sayin g that their words referred to
Parkin 's theory , not to the fact that Doctrine and Covenants 10
had been ass igned different dates in various editio ns of the
Doctrine and Cove nants. However, in the context of their orig inal
wording (though nOI necessaril y their intent ). repeated on page 69
of the p) rese nt work , the Tanners' words "the idea of two
different dates" 18 still seem to refer to the dates ass igned to the
revelation in different ed itions of the Doctrine and Covenants
rather than to Parkin 's theory , which com pri ses on ly part of the
paragraph and which is based on the different dates. In their new
book (p. 70), they admit that they agree with Parkin 's assessment.
I pointed out in my earlier review (cited by the Tanners without
noting the impl ications) that both tim es the re ve lati on was
pub lished under Josep h Smi th 's direc tion ( 1833 Book of
Commandments and 1835 Doctrine and Covenants). it bore the
date of May 1829 and that the alternate date of "summer 1828"
17 In my review of Covering Up the Blucle. Hole in tire Boole. of Mormon, I
indicated Ihal ''The Tanners believe (p. 35) Ihat the reat date [of D&C 101 was
May 1829" (RB BM 3 (1 991): 2 10). In their response, they correct me on this
issue (p. 70), indicating Ihal they said no such thing on page 35. I had assumed,
from their quote of Park in as suppon for their views (p. 34, not 35) that they
agreed with his evidence for the 1829 dating. This assumption was bolstered by
Ihe facI thaI Ihe Tanners also appear to have acce pted Parkin'S conclusion thaI
D&C 10 was an amalgam of two revelalions, the Imer of which was wrillen in
May 1829. which wo utd make the whole an 1829 production, especially in view
of Ihe suggestion that Joseph Smilh may have made changcs in Ihe original. I
was pleased Ihat, in their res ponse, Ihe Tanners corrected my misreading of their
intent and that they quickly returned 10 the issue they we re add ressing rather than
expanding on my failing eyesight (reading p. 35 instead of ]4).
18 If. instead of "the idea of IWO different dales," Ihe Tanne rs had wrinen
"the combini ng of IWO revelations fro m diffe renl dates." I might have grasped
their meaning. Bu t even their real intentions make no sense. since they arc
discussing Parkin 's theo ry which, unless proven to be factual. cannot possibl y
renecI on Joseph Smilh's work .
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was added by later editors.!9 Parkin 's theory is therefore nOI even

based on Joseph Smith's own indications of the date. To judge
Joseph Smith on the basis of such guesswork is hardly fair.
The Tanners also fault Joseph Smith for ass igning a date of 12
Jul y 1843 to the revelation on plural marriage (D&C 132), when it
is clear that he had been engaged in the practice for several years
(pp. 69- 70). (Th is is hardly news; it has been noted in LDS
record s since the mid-nineteenth century.) Indi catin g that the
"same sort of me thodol ogy" was used in this case as in thaI
suggested by Parkin for Doctrine and Covenan ts 10, the Tanners
imply that Joseph Smith is being deceptive in assigning an 1843
dale to the revelation. The fact is that Joseph did not record a
revelation when he was first told to practice plural marriage. He
wrote the 1843 revelation only afte r Emma insisted that she would
no longer support the princip le unless she had the revelation in
writing.20 A divine revelatio n need not be written, only obeyed.
The Tanners, again following Parkin , take Joseph S mith to
task for c hang ing some of the wording in Doctrine and Covenants
10 after its original publication. Thi s " really bothers us," they
declare (p. 70) . They have long been bothered by this and other
c han ges to some o f Joseph 's revelations. Strangely, these c hanges
seem to have not concerned Joseph Sm ith 's earl y fo ll owers, who
were acquainted with both the "before" and the "aft er" versions.
Th ey readily accepted the idea that God wal) the source of the
reve lations and that he could reword them at will. Thi s may be too
si mpli st ic for th e Tanners, but it fit s the patte rn of at least one
Bible prophet, Jeremiah , who redictated hi s earlier book, burned
by order of the king, and added mo re information to the second
ed iti on (J ere miah 36:32).21

19 RBOM 3 ( 199 1): 210. n. 10.
20 Sec the footnotes to the discussion of D&C 132 in Lyndon W. Cook. The
Revelations of Joseph Smilh (Sait Lake City: Deseret, 1985),347-49. This was
nOl the onl y lime that early Latter-day Saints, based on their Protestant heritage
of adherence to the wrilten "word of God," insisted on a wri tten document before
believing reve lations declared by Joseph Smith.
21 Compare the apocryphal story of how EUa, wit h divine assis tance,
restored lost Bible books to compile what we now call the "Old Testament" (4
Ezra 14:18-48).
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The Book of Lehi "Problem"
Repeating what they wrote in Covering Up the Black Hole in
fhe Book of Mormon , the Tanne rs see proble ms with Joseph
Smith 's statement, in the preface to the 1830 edition of the Book
of Mormon, that the 11 6 pages came from the "book of Lehi."
They poi nt out that " the Preface was complete ly removed from
later edit ions" (p . 65), implying that the remova l was necessitated
by the fact that the preface contradicted the assertion in Doctrine
and Covenants 10:44 that th e 116 pages were from " an
abridgment of the account of Nephi." (On p. 38 of Covering Up
the Black Hole in the Book of Mo rmon, they say that "it was
embarrassing to the church and is no longer included in the Book
of Mormon.") That the 116 pages had to comprise more than ju st
the account of Lehi (or an abridgment thereat) is clear from the
fact that, by the time th ose pages were taken , Joseph Smith had
already reac hed t he time of King Benjamin (D&C 10:41 ), who
lived four centuries after Lehi . Th is fa ct alone argues against the
idea that Joseph Smith changed hi s story in midstream.
In Covering Up th e Black Hole in the Book of Mormon (p.
38), the Tanners wrote, "Since Joseph Smith could not accurately
reproduce the mate ria l which he c laimed Mo rmon had abridged
from Lehi's plates, he found it necessary to have Lehi 's son,
Nephi, create an e ntire ly differe nt set of plate s, known as the
'plates of Nephi.' These plates also passed down to Mormon who
abridged them in the same way he did the 'plates of Lehi.' " That
Joseph Smith didn't invent the plates of Nephi after the 11 6 pages
were lost is clear from Doctrine and Covenants 10:38- 39 where,
referring to "those th ings that you have written, which have gone
out of your hands" (the 116 pages), the Lord te lls Joseph , "You
remember it was said in those writings that a mo re particular
account was g iven of these thin gs upo n the plates of Nephi ."
Clearly, the 116 pages had to have mentioned the plates of Neph i;
otherwise, Joseph Smith would have been plac ing himself in a
position of bei ng ex posed for fraud , since (I) Martin Harris wou ld
have known whether those pages s poke of such plates, and (2)
Joseph believed that the pages could be produced by those who
had possession of them .
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The Tanne rs suggest that , when the 116 pages were stolen,
Joseph Smith aborted a pl an that had Mormon abridging the
plates of Le hi (p. 65 ). If he gave up thi s plan , why did he even
mention the supposedly "earli er" plan by speaking of the book
and plates of Lehi in the preface to the 1830 Book of Mormon?
Wouldn ' t thai work against him? And wh y speak in the small
plates of " the record wh ich has bee n ke pt by my fath er" (1
Nephi 6: I)? Surely by the time Joseph Smith dictated this chapler,
if he were makin g up the story as he went along, he would have
gotten stra ight in hi s mind ho w he would expla in the material.
Wh y add ite ms th at the Tanners or others could readil y show to be
" in co ns istcn t "7
The T anners' insiste nce that " the plates of Lehi" were the
source from whi ch, according to Joseph Smith 's 1830 preface,
Mormon abridged the book of Leh i, is hardl y evide nce that the
Prophet changed hi s story and had Mormon abridging the " plates
of Ne phi" instead . As I poi nted out in my ori ginal rev iew, the
" pla tes of Ne phi " are mentioned as the source of Mormon's
work several times in that part of the Book of Mormon dictated
aft e r the 116 pa ges, beginning as earl y as Mos iah 1:6, 16. If
Jose ph changed his sto ry that earl y, why would he include the
information about Le hi in the preface, whi ch he obviously wrote
late r. perhaps after di ctating the whole book? And if the 116
pages claimed to have been take n fro m the " plates of Lehi " (as
separate from Nephi' s work) , then wouldn 't Joseph Smith be
ope nin g himse lf to exposure as a fraud by ha vin g the rest of
Mormon's abridgment claim to have been taken from the "plates
of Nephi"? Had someone made the 116 pages pu blic, he would
have been caught in a lie.
That there is no real contradicti on in speaking of both the
" pl ates of Lehi" (in the 1830 preface) and the " plates of Nephi"
(in D&C 10) is indicated in the fact that the small " pl ates of
Nephi " (I Neph i 9:2) are later called " the plales of Jacob.
made by the hand of Nephi " (Jacob 3: 14), though several others
also wrote on the m. Nephi copied hi s father's record onto the
large pl ates ( I Ne phi 19: 1- 2).
If, as the Tanne rs believe, the 116 lost pages contained only
the "Book of Le hi," the n where did Nephi write the things to
whi ch he refers in the small plates. He says that he (not hi s fath er
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Lehi) had written a history, including stories of warfa re, on his
"other plates" ( I Nephi 9 :2-4; 19:4). If the 11 6 pages still
existed in Joseph Smith's day, would he not be jeopardizing his
work by making such references in the small plates-refere nces
that could be shown to be incorrect simply by produc in g the 11 6
pages?

The Small Plates
Thi s bri ngs us to what the Ta nn ers have to say about
Mormon's declaration that the small plates co mpri sed a "small
account of the prophets, from Jacob down to the re ign of this
King Benjamin , and also many of the words of Nephi" (Words of
Mormon I :3) . The fact that Nep hi is not me ntioned at the
beginning of thi s statement prompted the Tanners to suggest that
th is is ev ide nce that Jose ph Smith may have. at one time,
considered deriving the small plates from a set of plates ke pt by
Jacob and the prophets. That suggesti on, however, makes sense
only if Word s of Mormon was written before I Nephi through
Omni , at a point where, in th e Tanne rs' "blac k hole" theory.
Joseph Smith had not yet sett led on his fi nal plan for replac ing the
116 lost pages. If Word s of Mormon was written last, as the
manu scripts suggest, then it see ms unlike ly that Joseph Smith
could have forgotten that he had just dictated the sma ll pl ates,
most of which compri sed Nephi 's record . Had Joseph Smith been
the author of the Book of Mormon, would it not be more logical
that he list Nephi fi rst? But if Mormon had read the small plates
along wit h a ll the oth er materia ls th at had come into his
possession. he mi ght very well have spoke n of the li ne of " the
prophets, from Jacob dow n to the re ign of thi s King Benjamin,"
in whose hands the plates re main ed fo r most of the time during
which their writings were engraved.
The Tanners fa ult me for writing in my review that " it is
much more logica l to assume that Mormon si ngled out Jacob
because most of the writ ings on th e small plates were by hi s
descendan ts and because the plates were passed dow n in th aI
li ne."22 I a m not so ignorant of the size of Nephi 's writings
compared to the others on the small plates as to suggest that the
22 RBBM 3 (1991): 210.
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writi ngs of Jacob and his descendants covered more pages. Yel
thi s is what the Tanners accuse me of, repeating their count of the
c hapters (p. 68). It was not more chaplers that Jacob and hi s
descendants wrote, but more separate entries or books. Had I used
the singular " writing," I would have been wrong . But my words
" most of the writings" shoul d not be interpreted as " mosl of the
chapters," as the Tanners have done. 23

The Timing of Christ's Birth
The Tanners devote pages 45--49 of their new book to what
they see as a falal di scre pancy in the Book of Mormon account.
S ince Lehi and Nephi knew that C hrist wou ld be born some 600
years after they left Jerusalem, it is inconceivable, to the Tanners,
that Alma could indicate that "we kn ow not how soon" Christ
would come and wish "t hat it mi ght be in my day" (Alma
13:25). They point out that Tom Nibley, Matt Roper, and I have
responded to this "prob le m" in three different ways. Nibley and
Roper, for examp le, pointed out that verse 24 made it c lear that
Alma was referring not to Christ's birth, but to " his coming in his
glory. " Roper and I both suggested that the 600 years of I Nephi
10:4; 19:8; 25: 19 is an approximation-six ce nturi es. not
precisely six hundred years. I suggested that Alma may not have
been aware of the prophec ies of Nephi and Lehi. All of these can,
in fact, be true si multaneously. The Tanners may accuse me of
"try ing to ride two (or three] horses at the same time," as they
did on a related subject (p. 49). But since there is noth ing
mutuall y exclu sive in the three approaches, it is a non- issue. The
Tanners are merely following their us ual ploy of pittin g LDS
scholars against eac h other, describing differe nces of a pproach
rather than of real facts.
The Tanners note that when Alma said of Christ's co min g,
"would to God that it might be in my day" (Alma 13:25), he
held a be lief that the "event mi ght occur in hi s day" (p. 46).
Actually, the opposite is true. There are two Hebrew expressions
that the Kin g James translato rs rendered "wou ld (to ] God that"
23 The current chapters are a late di vision ()f the Book. of Mormon. To
count them makes as much sense as counting pages. I was not discussing the
number or pages, but the number of entries or books.
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or "would that. "24 In all but o ne case that I found in the Bible
(Genesis 30:34),25 the situation being described is clearly one that
is impossible of fulfillment. Note the following:
• "Would to God we had died" (Exodu s 16:3); "would God that
we had died" (Numbers 14:2 [twice] ; 20:3); "would God I had
died for thee" (2 Samuel 18;33); the speakers obviously hadn't
died.
• "Would to God that a ll the Lord's people were prophets"
(Numbers II :29); unfortunately , they were not.
• "Would to God we had been content, and dwelt on the other
side Jordan" (Joshua 7:7); they had, however, crossed the river.
• "Wou ld to God thi s people were under my hand ! then wou ld I
remove Abime lech" (Judges 9:29); the speaker did not govern
the people.
• "I wou ld there were a sword in mine hand" (Numbers 22:29);
there wasn't.
In addit ion to Alma 13:25, the Book of Mormon uses the
expression "would to God" in two other passages, both of which
renect an impossibility of fulfi llment;
• "Would to God that we could persuade all men not to rebel
against God" (Jacob I :8); they couldn't.
• "I wou ld to God that ye had not been gu ilty of so g reat a
crime" (Alma 39:7); the crime had already been committed.
The Tanners indi cate that Samuel's declaration about the
coming of Christ "appeared to be a startling new prophecy" and
that if Le hi a nd Nephi had reall y foreseen hi s comi ng in 600
years, as the small plates indic ate, "t he Nephites should have
already known exact ly when Ch rist wou ld come into the world,"

24 Nei ther Hebrew idiom me ntio ns God. The Kin g lames translators
iimilarly added the divine title in a nother Hebrew expression, changi ng "may
the king tive" to "God save the king:' to correspond to the formula used in the
British coronation cere mony (J Samuel 10:24; 2 Samuel 16:16: 2 Kings 11 :12;
2 Chronicles 23: I I),
25 Even this may have been intended by Laban as an expression of
impossibility,
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so Samuel's five-year prophecy would be of no va lue (p. 53; see
also p. 5 1). Bm since the Nephites of Samuel' s day were wicked.
we should nol ex pect that they were well- versed in the scriptures,
even in prophec ies of Chri st' s coming. 26 Besides, the ne w element
in Samuel' s prophecy is nor the fi ve years, but that he gives signs
of Chri st 's com ing. It was beca use they had not yet seen the
s igns-not because someone had watched the ca lend ar to see
whe n 600 years had pa ssed- Ihat the nonbelievers dec ided to
execute the beli evers unless Samuel's prophecy came to pass (3
N ephi 1:5-9),

The "Black Hole"
Accordin g to th e " black hole" theory . Joseph Smith had to
replace the losl 116 pages with material that he pretended came
fro m another source, whic h he called the "s mall plates of Nephi ."
In compos ing the story, he had to avoid detail s that might conflict
with what was on the 11 6 pages, lest they be produced and thereby
prove him a liar. But an ex am inat ion of the Book of Mormon
shows that materi al taken from Mormon' s abridgment (notably
Mosiah and Alma) re fl ects info rmati on that is al so found on the
small plates. Since, accordin g to the Tanners' theory, Joseph
Smith had not yet conceived of the idea of th e small plates, we
must presume that thi s information was included in the 116 pages.
In thi s case, if Joseph we re the author of the Book of Mormon,
rather than its translator, would n' t he be placing himse lf in the
same danger by includi ng thi s material in later portions of the
Book of Mormon? I refer to the fo llowing passages:
• Mosiah 1:16- 17 cont ains informati on abo ut things, such as the
plates of brass, the plates of Nephi, the sword of Laban, and the
balJ or director, that are mentioned in the small plates .
• Mosiah 10: 12- 16 discusses events in the life of Nephi that are
also re ported in 1-2 Nephi.

26 Metcalfe does note that He lama n 8:22 indicates that Lchi and Nephi and
others had prophesied the comi ng of C hri st (New Approaches ro the Book. of
Mo rmon, 4 17). But he. like the Tanners. who cite him (pp. 53-54), docs lIot
recognize the imponance of that statement in the light of t he fac t that such
prophecies were subsequen tly dictated by Joseph Smi th from the sma ll plates.

TANNERS, ANSWERING MORMON SCHOLARS (TVEDTNES)

223

• Mosiah 11 ; 13 speaks of a tower north of Shilom that "had been
a resort for the children of Nephi at the time they fled out of the
land" of Nephi. The flight obviously refers to the departure of
Mosiah I from hi s home land , which is mentioned on the small
plates in the book of Omni. In this case, Mormon's abridgment
includes details not known from the small plates and which,
consequently, had to be on the large plates and most probably
included in the abridgment that formed the 116 lost pages .
• Alma 3:6- 17 speaks of the sk in c urse imposed on the
Lamanites, which is known from the small plates. Significantly,
it includes words uttered by the Lord to Nephi (verses 14- 17)
that are not found on the small plates.
If these ite ms were not recorded on the 116 lost pages, they
would have made little or no sense in the books of Mos iah and
Alma. Were Joseph Smith the author of the Book of Mormon , he
would have placed himself in danger of being caught in hi s fraud
by talkin g about these ite ms in the small plates, where he might
have contradicted what he had dictated earlier. This is particularly
true of the detailed descriptions of the liahona ( I Nephi 16:10,
27-29) and the sword of Laban (I Nephi 4:9). All of this suggests
to me that there is no " black hole. "
One of the most unconvincing parts of the Tanners' "black
hole" work has been their in sistence that " important material that
should be found on the small plates of Nephi is missing" (p. 75) .
But the list of what "should be found" is their own. The fact that
the express purpose of the small plates is sa id to be re li gious,
rather than hi storical, in nature, is unacceptable to the Tanners.

Missing Festivals
The Tanners find fault with the Book of Mormon for not
naming any of the Jewish festi val s of the Old Testament. Why they
should insist on the very names and ignore the ev idence for the
observance of some of these fe st ivals is beyond me. Th ei r
mathematica l ga me doesn't really shed any light on the matter.
Most of the Old Testament references to the festivals are fou nd in
the law of Moses (Exodus through Deuteronomy), where they are
instituted. One cannot compare this lega l code with the Book of
Mormon, which is most ly prophecy, preac hin g. and hi story. It
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would be more reasonable to compare Mormon 's abridgment
with the main history of the Israelites, foun d in Joshua through 2
Kings. Most Bible sc holars agree that the book s of Joshua, Judges,
1- 2 Samuel, and \-2 Kings were compi led or redacted at the
same time and co mpri sed the essentia l hi story of anc ie nt Israel
from the lime of the conquest of the promised land down 10 the
exile therefrorn . 27 In this sense, il is rough ly paralle l in nalure,
though not in time. with the Nephite record. 2s
Noting that Passover is mentioned 77 limes in the Bible (I
found only 45 in the Old Testament) and un leavened bread 43
times, the Tanners write, "We would expect, therefore, to find a
significant number of references to that fe stival in the Book of
Mormon, " along wi th references to its assoc iated Feast of
Unleavened Bread (p, 94) ,29 In their count, they fai l to tell us that
some biblical references to "unleavened bread/cakes" are not in
27 Fo r example, note the si milar phraseology found in Judges 3:7: 6:2530; I Kings 14: 15- 16,22-23: 16:3 1-33; 2 Kin gs 13:6: 17:10-12, 16; 21:3.
28 1-2 Chronicles are a Imer rewriting of the books of Samuel and Kings,
which they contradict at many points. Preparcd by priests and designed to rcOect
post-exilic Judais m, the Chronicles, while useful and sometimes incorporating
materials from other sources. arc not as reliable as the earlie r reco rds. Since the
Chronicles renect Jewish beliefs th:ll postdate Lehi's dcpanure from Jerusalem,
they are, along with the New Testament . less instructive about how the Nephites
would have seen the festivals. The books of Chronicles in our Bibles afe 11 01 the
ancie nt "chronicles of the kings" of Judah and Israel sometimes referred to in 12 Kin gs as a source of additional information. Of interest to Latter-day Saints is
the facI that the books of Samuel and Kings (which arc termed 1-4 Kin gs in the
Septuagint) are evidently abridgments of earlier contemporary annals of the
kings. In this respec t. they arc a precedent for the two sets of records kepI by
Nephi (one a sho rte r version with emphasis on spiritual matters) and the
abridgment prepared by Mo rmon.
29 The Tanners note that the fe ast of unleavened bread and poss ibly the
Sabbath are mentioned on ostraca from Elephantine (p. 132). Might we fi nd the
same kind of thing on Nephite oSlraca? They also note thai si nce the Nephiles
were "orthodox" in following the law of Moses. while the Jews at Elephantine
were "heterodox," "one would expect to find much more dc tailed material in the
Book of Mormon relating to Jewish religiou~ practices than in the Elephantine
papyri" (p. 129). A lot of assumptions arc being made here. By all accounts,
Lchi found himself differing with the Jews at Jerusalem ( I Nephi 1:18-20). who
drove him our of Jerusalem because he laught of the Messiah to come (Helaman
8:22). As for the Jcws of Ele phnntine. [ suspeCt that they viewed themselves as
orthodo)( Jews. despite what those at Jerusalcm might ha ve thought of their
wayward practices and beliefs.
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the context of a festival and are simply mentioned as things eaten
(Genes is 19:3; Judges 6: 19- 21; I Samuel 28:24; I Chronicles

23:29).
Most references to the two festi vals of Passover and
unleavened bread are found in the law of Moses, But in the main
history portion of the Old Testament (Joshua through 2 Kings),
there are only two references to them. Joshua and the Israelites
celebrated the two feasts after crossi ng the Jordan river into the
land of Canaan (Joshua 5:10-11 ). It is likely that this was the first
time they had celebrated the feasts since the exodus. Joshua 5:2-9
expressly states that, prior to the celebrat ion, they circumcised all
Israelite males for the first time since leaving Egypt. (In Exodus
12:43-48, we read that uncircumcised males can not participate in
the Passover feasl.) Later, we read that when a copy of the law
(Deute ronomy, according to most Bibl e scholars) was
inadvertently discovered in the time of King Josiah, he and hi s
people ce lebrated the Passover with unleavened bread (2 Kings
23:9,21-23; 2 Chronicles 35: 1. 6- 9, II , 13, 16-19). In both
cases, we are dealing with the reinstitution of the festival, not an
annual observance. The chron iclers later credited King Hezekiah
with a sim ilar celebration (2 Chronicles 30: 1-2, 5, 15, 18, 2 1), but
Ihis may have been an attempt to build up Hezekiah, who was
highly revered in post~exilic times. 3D In this case, too, we are
dealing wit h a reinstitution of the fest iva l, of wh ich, we are
informed, there had not been "the like in Jerusalem" "since the
time of Solomon" (2 Chronicles 30:26).
In the historical text of Joshua through 2 Kings, there is no
mention of the feast of Tabernacles or of booths. Indeed, when it
was reinstituted in the days of Ezra, it was noted that the feast had
not been celebrated "since the days of Jeshua [J oshua]"
(Nehem iah 8: 17). The only reference to circumcision in Joshua-2
Kings is the one performed in conjunction with the celebration in
Joshua 5, noted above. Almost all the other references to
circumcision are In the Pentateuch (Genesis through
Deuteronomy). The Tanners cite Moroni 8:8, wh ich speaks of the
abolition of circumcision by Christ, and declare that it is "a very
strange statement because there seems to be no ev idence in the
30 Later Jewish tradition makes Hezekiah a prime candidate for the
Messiahship .
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Book of Mormon thai it was e ver pract iced" (p. 95), We CQuid
say the same of the historical record of the Israelites. with the sole
exception of Josh ua. Moreove r, the very fact thai circumcision is
mentioned in Moroni 8:8 shows that Joseph S mith, if he authored
the Book of Mormon, was aware that it should have been a normal

practice among an a nc ient Israelite group. Why, then , would he
avoid mentioning it earlier in the Book of Mormo n? My answer,
whic h will undoubted ly not satisfy the Tanne rs, is that he did not
author the Boo k of Mormon and thai ils true autho rs, like the
author(s) of Joshua- 2 Kings. accepted circumcisio n as a given and
saw no need to elC.plain it. As for the complaim that the only other
re fe rences to ci rcu mc is ion in the Book of Mo rmon are to
ci rc umci sion of the heart (p. 95), we should point out that this
con cept began wi th Moses (De ute ro nomy l O: J6) and was
repeated by Jerem iah (Je remiah 4 :4), a conte mporary of Lehi .
I believe that the Nephites, like the ancient Israe lites. accepted
the festi va ls, the sabbaths, and other ceremonial aspects of the law
of Moses as a given and therefore found no need to me ntion them
at every tum in the road. That they did, indeed, practice unnamed
ceremonies is confirm ed in Mosiah 19:24, where we read, "And it
came to pass that after they had ended the ceremony, that they
returned to the land of Neph i." The fact that "the ceremony" is
mentioned onl y in passing and is not described suggests that it was
such a normal thing that there was no need to explain it. I believe
that these Ncphites, who had just s lain the ir king and perhaps
others in battle, underwe nt the purificat io n required under the law
of Moses for those who had tou ched dead bodie s . I have
submitted an article o n this s ubject, e ntit led "The Nephite
Purification Ce remo ny," to the Jou.rnal of Book of Mormon
Stu.dies. 31
Th e Tanners criti c ize Joh n Welch fo r suggest ing that the
" trump of God" in Alma 29: I shows th at the Nephites practiced
the blowing of the shofar at the new year.32 They write, " It is hard
3 1 Like my feast of T:lbern:lcles work . I h:lppened upon the ide:ls given in
this article. I was not looking ror ··cvidencc" to support the Book or Mormon.
Rathe r. when. on an occ:lsion more than a decade ago 1 was reading the passage. I
suddenly realized the implications or the word ceremony.
32 John W. Welch. King Benjamin·s Speech In the COnrexl of Ancielll
Isroelile Festivals (F.A.R.M .S. paper. 1985).21-23.
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for us to understand how the mention of the 'tru mp of God,'
which appears about 120 pages after King Benjamin's speech in
the Book of Mormon,33 provides evidence" for this practice (p.
123). Anyone unacquainted with the use of the shofar would
naturally be confused. It is necessary to understand that, for the
Jews, the blowing of the shofar at the so-called "new year," the
first day of the month of Ti shre, is considered an announcement
to mankind to repent and prepare for the judgment, which is
precisely what Alma is saying in Alma 29: I. That judgment, they
believe, takes place on Yom kippur, the "day of atonement," nine
days later, when the names of the righteous are "sea led" in
heaven .34 Four days after that , when the danger of damnation is
past, the people celebrate the fea st of Tabernacles.

The Feast of Tabernacles
There is abundant evidence in Mosiah 1- 6 that the Nephites,
on this occasion at least. observed the feast of Tabernacles. Yet the
Tanners state, "We are so certain that these six chapters contain
nothing co ncerning the Feast of Tabernacles or any other Jewish
festival that we are including the entire text in this respon se" (p.

100).
Simply saying that there is no evidence that Mosiah 1-6 has a
relationship to the feast of Tabernacles is not enough. I wrote two
length y articles on this subject , detailing features shared by th e
Jewi sh and Old Testament feast of Tabernacles and the Nephite
assembl y under King Benjamin. 35 Unless the Tanners can show

33 Only the Tan ners ean te ll us the re leva nce of the " 120 pagcs" that
separnte King Benjamin's speech from Alma's declaration. Welch did nOl
indicate that Alma was discussing king Benjamin's assembly. 1 suspect that this
is just another way of emphasizing what the Tanners sec as the absurd ity of the
situation. Following such reasoni ng. we shou ld perhaps count the num ber of
pages that ~e pa rate Moses' decla ration about the special prophet to come
(Deuteronomy 18: 15) from its fulfillment in Chri st (Acts 3:22).
34 Hence the Jewish new year greeting, lratimah toyah, literally, "a good
sealing."
35 John A. T vedtnes, ''The Nephite Feast of Tabernacles," in Tinkling
Cymbals: Essays ill HOIwr of Hugh Nib/ey. cd. John W. Welch (pri vately
published by Joh n W. Welch, 1978), and " King Benjamin and the Feast of
Tabernacles," in By S/udy and Also by FlIi/h. EsSllys in Honor of Hugh Nibley,
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that these shared feat ures do nOt ex ist. they shou ld refrain from
their strong assertions. They have completely failed 10 address the

ev idence.
The following is a list of featu res associated with the ancient
Israe lite feast of Tabernacles that are also found in connection
with the Nephite assembly under King Benjamin .
• T he people assemb le at the temple

• T he king or political leader presides from a raised platform
• People dwell by fam ilies in booths or tents
• Spec ial sacrifices arc offe red
• Ex ho rtations addressed to the adult s specificall y exclude
c hildren

• The law is read (especiall y the " paragraph of the king")
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

God's mercy and salvation arc mentioned
Rec itation is made of God's dealin gs wi th his people
Reci tation is made of the commandments of God
Reci tation is made of the curses and b lessings of the law
The people are ex horted to love and serve God
The people are promised prosperity if they obey God
The people. in choru s. make a covenanl of obedience
The people prostrate the mselves to worship
Sometimes the coronation of the king is in volved
Sometimes the na mes of the covenanters are taken
The king b lesses the people
It should be read il y appare nt that the Ncp hite assembly

parallels the feast of Tabernacles in a large number of features. By
contrast, o nl y a few of these featu res can be fou nd in the
n ineteenth-century camp meetings to which the Tanners compare
Mosiah 1-6 (pp. 134-35). Indeed. some o f these may not have
been typical of such meetings. For example. the fact that fami lies
bro ug ht their ten ts to o ne meeti ng, as c ited by the Tanners (p.
135), is nOI evidence that this always happened and, indeed, from
other contemporary descript ions, thi s appears not to be the normal
thing to do. (I suppose it depended o n how far away the meeting

cd. John M. Lundquist & Stephen D. Ricks. yol. 2 (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book
and F.A.R.M.S .• 1990).
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was from the sett lements.) The building o f the platform for the
camp meeti ng s peakers seems to be a log ical thing to do, in view
of the large numbers of peop le who had to be addressed. From
thi s standpoint, Josep h Smith, had he authored the Book of
Mormon, could have used the same logic or simpl y described
what he saw in camp meetings. But the fact that the Book of
Mormon says Benjamin had a tower constructed moves us from
nineteenth-century America to anc ient Israe l, where the Hebrew
term for the platform co nstructed for the feast o f Tabernacles is,
in Nehemiah 8:4, ca ll ed migda J, the no rmal Hebrew word for
"tower" (which is the way it is usually translated in KJV).
Metcalfe suggested that aspects of the camp meetings were
drawn from the biblical feas t o f T abernacles. 36 To be sure, thi s
would have made it easier for Joseph Smith to borrow the idea
from preachers o f hi s time. But if he kne w that they were copy ing
the fea st of T abernacles, why d idn '{ he use that term in the Book
of Mormon ? More important, however, is the fact that Benjamin 's
assembly includes feature s of the Feast o f Tabernacles not
mentioned by the Tanners or Metcalfe in con nection with the
camp meeting s.J 7 Thi s inc ludes th e re ferences to parts of
Deuteronomy (notably the paragraph of the kin g in Deuteronomy
17: 14- 20) used ancient ly in the liturgy o f the feas t of
Tabernacles, the fact that the kin g ( rather than the high priest)
presided, the coronati on ceremony, the assembl y at the te mpl e
(cam p meeti ngs typicall y being in the countryside), and the fact
that, during the meetin g, each family remai ned in its own tent.
One piece of ev idence given by the Tanners to refute the idea
that Kin g Be njamin presided at a celebrati on o f the feast of
Tabernacles is that he had to ca ll the people together (Mosiah
1:10), whereas the ancie nt Israe lites "k new when these festiva ls
took place and automaticall y ga thered to worship the Lord" (p.
118). 38 But in New T estament times, when we have more
information about th e fest ivals, peop le awaited word from
Jerusalem to dec la re th e be g innin g of th e month with the
appearance of the new moon. Fire signals were lit on hilltops
36 Brent Metcalfe. New Af'proaches, 421. n. 3J.
37 I notcd this in my review of Mctcalfe in R88M 6/ 1 (1994): 48.
38 [ discussed this in ··King Benjamin and the Feast of Tabernacles." 2:234 .
n.

6.5.
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across the country (and into Babylon) to send the message. later to
be replaced by runners.39 For festivals like Passover/Unleavened
Bread and Tabernacles, which each began at sundown on the
fourteenth day of the month (i.c., at the full moon), people had
about two weeks' warning. We do not know what the procedure
was in Old Testament times. but it is likely that people d idn ' t have
calendars hanging on the wa ll by which they could c heck the
dates of the festivals. Indeed, afler loshua 's conquest of Canaan,
the on ly Old Testament festival celebrations in Israel were
declared by the king (2 Kings 23:1-99, 21 -23; 2 Chronicles
30:1 - 2) or other political leaders (Nehemiah 8: 13- 15), juS! as in
the Book of Mormon . We cannot reject these parallels simply
because they denote a restoration of a discontinued practice; for
all we know, King Benjamin may ha ve reinstituted the feast in his
day.

Firstlings of the Flock
The Tanners, citin g M. T. Lamb, point out that, under the law
of Moses, the firstborn of the flocks be longed to the Lord and
were turned over to the high priest and, while they cou ld be
offered as a peace offerin g, were never used as a si n or burnt
offerin g. Consequently, they say, Mosiah 2:3 is wrong in say ing
that the Nephites "also took of the firstlings of their flocks, that
they might offer sacrifice and burnt offerings according to the law
of Moses" (p. 96). Various responses to this dilemma have been
given, including the one cited by the Tanners (p. 99) in which L.
Ara Norwood indicates that the word firstling could have been a
mistake made by Mormon in hi s abridgment. 4o While this is not
impossible, I think there is a si mpler answer. S ince the Nephites
were not descendants of Aaron, there were no Aaronic priests to
whom the firstlings could be given. In Genesis 4:4, we read that
Abel. who li ved lo ng before Aaron and conseq uent ly could nol
deliver hi s animals to priests of that line, brought "of the firstlings
of his fl oc k and of the fat thereor' and offered sacrifi ce to the
Lord. In the case of the Neph ites, since there were no Aaronie
priests to whom the firstlings could be given, it probably made
39 Mishnah Nosh ha-Shanah 2:2-4.
40 RBBM 3(1991): 160-61. \6S--Q6.
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perfectly good sense to offer them directly to the Lord as burnt
offerin gs, as had been done in ea rli er generat ions. This is
perfectl y logical, in view of the fact that they, as Israelites but not
descendants of Aaron , wou ld not have been permitted to consume
the firstlings or make other use of them. (The law of Moses even
forbade working a firstborn bullock or sheari ng the wool of a
firstbo rn sheep).

Bible Plagiarism
The Tanners repeat some of their earlier assertions that Joseph
Smith plagiarized the Bible to compose the Book of Mormon.
Some LDS writers believe that the Lord revealed the trans lation of
the Book of Mormon Isaiah passages and Jesus' sermon in the
language of the King James Bibl e (KJV). If one accepts the
principle of divine revelatio n, that is certainly a n acceptab le
possib ility. For my part. J have no problem with Joseph Smith
using the Bible directly and making changes onl y when there were
serious differe nces. 41 Not havi ng been present at the time, I do not
know if he had a Bible with him when he dictated the Book of
Mormon to hi s scribes. The fact that he usually eliminated words
that in the KJV of Isaiah are italicized hints that he may have used
the Bible itself. But it is not imposs ible that the Lord had him
eliminate these words, which. after a ll. represent English words
added to the text to make more sense out of the underlying
Hebrew.
I am convi nced, at any rate. that had Joseph Smith given a
totally new rend iti on of Isaiah for these passages, the Book of
Mormon would not have been as well accepted as it was . When
Robert Li sle Lindsey began his work with the gospel of Mark in
Israel. he initially translated it " into simple modern Hebrew from
the Greek text. The text was then distributed to Hebrew-speaking
readers and com me nt s invi ted." Many of those who reviewed the
work ex pressed "the desire that the Gospels, as ancient work s,
should be read in Old Testament Hebrew style ."42 His biblical
41 The Tanners not" that this was the view of B. H. Roberts and Sidney B.

S"'71,. 158).
2 Robert Lisle Lindsey. in his tn troduction to A Hebrew Translation oj Ihe
Gospel of Mark. (Jerusalem: B:Jptist House, n.d.). 76: see also 78-79.
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Hebrew translarion subsequently received great reviews. I suggest

thar the sa me thing would have happened had Joseph Smilh
re ndered th e Isai a h pass ages into earl y nine tee nth-century
Eng li sh. 43 Indeed, it was not unti l the lurn o f that century that
scholars we re even prepared to modify the KJV text and even after
they did S0 , many people (even today) found it hard to a ccep1.44
In ex plaining the ir positio n on bibl ic al "plagiari sm" in the
Book of Mormon, the Tanners note that , while they are not
opposed to the use of Bi ble passages per se in the Book of
Mormon, " wh at we do objec t to is lJoseph1 Smith appropriating
Bible verses and stories into hi s own works ... and claiming Ihal
he is tran slating from anc ien t docume nt s" (p. 140). Ironically,
what they describe is prec ise ly what th e translators of the King
James Bible did. 45
Writt en in struct ions to the King Ja mes Bibl e translation
co mmittee tol d them to rev ise the Bi shop's Bib le (l argely a
revision of William Tyndale's translation) rather than to begin a
new translation, but to make any necessary correction s based on
the Hebrew and Greek. After the work had begun , the tra nslators
were give n permi ssion to consult the tran slati ons of T yndale,
Coverdal e, and Geneva, and to use the ir wordin g " when they
agree better with the tex t" of the Hebrew and Greek . They were
also in structed to reta in fam ili ar passages "as they were vul garly
used." But the commiuee also referred to Spanish, French, Italian,
and Ge rman translati ons, as a lso to the Vulgate and othe r Latin
versions, the Syriac New Testament and the Aramaic Targum, and
even to the new English Catholic Rh eim s- Douay Bibl e, from
43 T he Tanners rejec t Dan Peterson' s suggestion ( ROOM 5 [1993J : 51 - 2)
that nineteenth-century Bible readers wou ld expect thaI scriptu ra l wo rks would be
wri tten in the KJV languagc (p. 138).
44 Whe never somconc asks me wh y Latter-day Sai nts continue to use the
KJ V rather than a more modem English transla tion of the Bible, I refer them to
statements by thc First Preside ncy and add that were we to aba ndon the KJ V. the
Bible para llels in the Book of Mormon and the Doctrine and Covenants would no
longer make sense. Tbe Tan ners will probably li ke this one!
45 There is " plagiarism" in the ancien t Bible texts as well. Anyone who
knows the Bible well is aware that Isaiah 2:2-4 paralle ls Micah 4: 1- 3. We
cannOt be sure whic h of these pro phets was quoti ng the other, but it i~
significant that nei ther gives credit to the other. Sho uld we apply the Tanners'
standards for plagiaris m to these Bible pass:lgcs as well?
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which they took some Latin terms (e.g., "fi rmament") that had
been left untranslated from the Vulgate.
Though archaic, Tyndale's Eng lish was retained in the King
James Bible, of wh ich 90% comes from Tyndale (e.g., " Iyl ies of
the field" in Man hew 6:28, despi te the fact that lilies are not
meant). In some cases, Tyndale's wording was kept but some key
terms changed (e.g., "love" changed to "c harity"). In other
cases where the Bishop's Bible had changed Tyndale's wording,
KJV relUrned to the ori ginal. So the King James Bible is blatant
"plagiarism." T he rev ised Bible versions produced at the turn of
the centu ry in the U.S. and Great Britai n were produced in the
same man ner. So Joseph Smith did nothing di fferent from what
the KJV translators had done. Having laid thi s fo undation, let us
now tum to some of the Book of Mormon's borrow ings of KJV
language.
The Tanners note that there are a nu mber of occurrences of
the expression "the Holy One of Israel" in 2 Nephi 9 (verses 11 12, 15,18- 19,23- 26,40-41,5 1) and conclude th at it was picked
up fro m Isa iah 50: 1_52:2,46 cited in the two preceding chapters, 2
Nephi 7-8. It is hardly news that Jacob used termi nology drawn
from Isaiah's writings; I thought everyone had noticed. However,
the expression, though it is used 26 times in Isaiah (i ncluding
Isaiah 49:7), is not used in the Isaiah passages (49:22-52:2)
quoted in th is portion of the Book of Mormon .47 The Tanners
pred ictably concl ude that "t here can be litt le doubt that Joseph
Smith picked up these words fro m the prophet Isaiah" (pp. 12 122). II is quite possible that the words were adopted from Isaiah,
but, in order to assume that Joseph Sm ith picked them up, one
must a priori believe that he is the autho r of the Book of
Mormon. If, on the othe r hand. one be li eves. as 2 Nephi 6: I
reports, that all of 2 Nephi 6-9 is a discourse by Nephi's brother
Jacob, then one ca n conclude that it was Jacob who borrowed the
words fro m Isaiah. The Tanners' "l itt le doubt," like beauty, is in
the eye of the be holder.

46 ACIU3I1y. e3rlier in the same discourse. Jacob quotes Isaiah 49:22-23 (2
Nephi 6:6-7) and Isaiah 49:24-26 (2 Nephi 6: 16).
47 It is atso found in 2 Kings 19:22 and three times in Psalms. A va riant
foem. "the Holy One of Jacob," is found in Isaiah 29:23.
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Th e Tanners conclude that, s ince 2 Nephi 9 " is actually
supposed to be Nephi 's report of a speec h by hi s brother JacobI,]
we would e xpect. then, that when we come 10 the actual book of
Jacob, it would be fill ed with this phrase ... in fact, Jacob never
uses this expressio n in any part of hi s book" (p. 122) . They gloss
over the fact that, in 2 Nephi 9: I (al so 6:8) , Jacob makes reference
to what he had just read fro m Isaiah , the n proceeds to give an
explan ation of the passage. Since he was ex pounding on chapters
49- 52 of Isaiah , we should think it ve ry unusual if he did not use
words from the prophet whose writings he was explaining,48 But in

the book of Jacob, he was not ex plain ing passages from Isaiah, so
we sho uld not require him to use the term " Holy One of Israel"
there. S imilarl y, were I to g ive a public address on the Founh of
Jul y, I might use words such as independellce, patriot, founding
f athers, and the lik e~word s that you probabl y won' t find in any
of my other writ ings.
After hav in g noted the dist ributio n of the term " Holy One of
Israe l," the Tanners note th at, in another of his d iscourses, Jacob
uses the term "Lord of Hosts" six: times (Jacob 2:28-30, 32-33).
While noting that "these words are found 47 times in the book of
Isaiah," they fa il to tell us that they are commo n in other pan s of
the Bible as well (252 times), and that it is one of the oldest of the
d ivi ne titles. To the Tanners, " it is interesting to note that Jacob
never uses these word s in any othe r pan of hi s book." and that, in
his quote from the prophet Zenas in Jacob 5, Jacob uses the term
"the Lo rd of the viney ard " thirty-three times, tho ug h the term,
also fo und in Mark 12:9. is not used e lsewhere in the Book of
Mormon, (p. 122). They conclude, "From the above we can see
that Joseph S mith sometimes latched on to a biblical ex pression,
used it fo r a sho rt time and the n abando ned it for an other phrase
w hi ch caug ht hi s atte nti o n" (p. 122). They ma ke similar
statements in regard to the te rm "th e Lo rd God Omnipotent,"
kn own fro m the book of Revelatio n, notin g that "Joseph Smith
used the words . . . on ly in the porti o n dealin g with King
Be njamin 's speech." S imil arl y, the term " Lamb of God," found
o nl y in Jo hn 1:29. 36, sho ws up "35 times in the Book of
4 8 Indeed. in anticipation of his reading of the Isaiah passage. he used the

term "Holy One of Israel" three ti mes in chapler 6 of the same di scourse (2 Nephi
6:9-10. 15).
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Mormon, but ... 28 are located in the first two books of Nephi,"
The Tanners see, in these examples, "cases where poseph SmithJ
became fascinated with some word or expression he plagiarized,
used it a number of times and the n suddenly dropped it" (p.
121 ).
I suppose that's plausible, if one ass umes that he was
thumbing through a Bible. But let's look at the distribution again.
"Holy One of Israel " is frequentl y used by Jacob in a discourse
explainin g Isaiah passages. "Lord of Hosts" is used extensively
in another discourse by Jacob on a different subject. "Lord of the
vineyard" is found only in the prophecy of Zenas. "The Lord
God Omnipotent" is found only in King Benjamin's speec h.
"Lamb of God" is used almost exclusively in Nephi 's writings.
This looks suspiciously like evidence for independent authorship
of Nephi, Zenos, Jacob, and King Benjamin 's speech.
As part of their discussion of the assembly over which King
Benjam in presided, the Tanners quote all of Mosiah 1-6,
comparing so me brief passages with New Testament passages
from which they believe Joseph Sm ith plagiari zed the words (pp.
101 _ 17).49 While they admit that some of these could be "only a
coincidence," an examination of the text suggests not that Jose ph
Smith deliberately used King James Bible wording, but that it was
pan of hi s vocabulary and therefore naturally came to be used in
the translat ion. To illustrate, let 's do a similar study of the first two
paragraphs of Lincoln's Gettysburg Address.~o
Gettysburg Address

King James Bible

Four score and seven years
ago,
our fathers brought fo rth

fourscore and seven ( I Chr.
7:5)
their fa thers, which brought
fonh (2 Chr. 7:22)

49 Thc words said to have been taken from the Bible are. for the most part,
IIOt specific, but simple ellpressions of normal speech. In some cases, the New
Testament is clearly quoting from the Old Testament (e.g., Mark 12:30 derives
from Deuteronomy 6:5 ," which is repeated in Deuteronomy 10:12: 11:13; Joshuu
22:5, and paraphrased in Deuteronomy 13:3; 30:6).
50 My selection of the Gettysburg Address for this comparison was
prompted by the Tanners' mention of this document (p. 140).
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on this con tinent a new
nation, conceived
in Liberty and dedicated to
the propos ition
that all men are c reated
equal.

Now we are engaged in a
great c ivil war,
testing whether thar natiot!
or any natio n so conceived
and so ded icated
can long endure. We are mel
on a great
battlefield of that war.
We have come

to dedicate
a portion of thal field,

as a final resting place for

those
who here gave their lives
that that nat ion might live.

It is altogether fitting and
proper
that we should do this.

ded icated unto the ( 1 Ch r.
18: I I )

thai all men (Job 37:7; John
1:7; 5:23)
thai all men were ( I Cor. 7:7)
a ll men are (Psalm J 16:1 l )
a man mine equal (Psalm
55: 13)

if that nation (Jer. 18:8)

we wou ld have come (I T hes.
2:8)
we ... are come to (Man. 2:2)
to dedicate (2 Chr. 2:4)
the portion of the fie ld (2
Ki ngs 9:25)
a port ion of (Deut. 33:2 1)
a resting place for them
(Num. 10:33)
gave their li fe (Psalm 78:50)
might li ve (Gen. 17: 18; Deut.
4:42; Gal. 1:19; 1 Joh n
4:9)

that they shou ld do (Neh.
5: 12)

that ye should do that (2 Cor.
13:7)

TANNERS, ANSWERING MORMON SCHOLARS (TVEDTNES)

237

Now, I don' t believe for a moment that Abraham Lincoln was
deliberately "plagiarizin g" passages from the King James Bible,
though it is c lear that there are some very close parallels here. In
fact, there are many more parallels by volume of text than the ones
shown by the Tanners for Mosiah 1- 6 and the KJV.51 To what,
then, can we attribute Lincoln's use of these expressions that seem
so clearly to be biblical? There are two obvious factors: ( 1) Both
Lincoln and the Kin g James translators spoke Engli sh. (2)
Lincoln, as a Bible-reading man, would have these expressions as
part of hi s vocabulary. What is important here is that the Bible
words were used to describe entirely djJferem circum.~tances , and
yet were appropriate 10 those ci rcumstances. I suggest that the
same can be said of Book of Mormon passages that resemble the
Bible. If, as I have suggested, Joseph Smith deliberately used the
King James sty le so the Book of Mormon would sound like
scripture, there is even more reason to find such parallels between
the Book of Mormon and the Bible. Us in g lan guage a nd
express ions also found in the King James Bible is not plagiarism.

Bible Names in the Book of Mormon
The Tanners note that they fo und , in the Elephantine papyri,
26 biblical names, while the Book of Mormon had only one,
Isaiah, in 3 Nephi 19:4 (pp. 126-27). They excluded, of course,
references in these documents to know n Bible characters such as
Adam and Eve, Abraham, Isaiah, Jeremiah, etc., which is right,
si nce they are co mparing o nl y actual Book of Mormon
characters. I find it ironic that they should cons ider it important
that Book of Mormon people have names known also from the
Bible; usuall y, criti cs of the Book of Mormon point to such
parallels as ev idence that Joseph Sm ith just copied from the Bible.
But, as the Tanners point out, extra biblical documents such as the
Elephantine papy ri show that we shou ld expect names like this to
show up among expatriate Israelites. Nevertheless, their count
comes up short. fo r there are quite a number of Book of Mormon
51 In a few cases (e.g .. "men are created equal" liS. "a man mine equal"), t
!\al'e gone beyond the exact words to find a parallel, just as the Tanners did. But
the parallels are at least as close as the ones the Tanners list and most of them are
identical.
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characters who have a biblical name. The following descendants
of Lehi have names that are also found in the Old Testament:
Aaron (two men), Amos (two men), Benjamin, Enos, Gideon,
He lem, Ishmael, Jacob (two men), Jeremiah, Joseph. Lemuel, Noah,
Samuel, Shem, and Zedekiah. In addition, we have Ishmael, whose
daughters married Lehi's sons. and Laban, from whom the brass
plates were taken, both of whom bear biblical names. In all, I
found seventeen Old Testament names (i ncluding Isaiah, which
the Tanners mention) in the Nephite record. In addition, we have
three instances of Lehi and his descendants bearing the same
name as a place o r a people in the Bible (A mmon, Hclam, Lehi),
The distinctions blur even more when one rea lizes that some Bible
names were tran sliterated in different ways by diffe rent King
James translators. For example, for the Hebrew name normally
rendered Isaiah in English, we have, in the KJV , the variants
l esaiah ( \ Chronicles 3:21; Nehemiah 11:7) and leshaiah (I
C hronicles 20:3, 15; 26:25; Ezra 8:7, 19). Keeping thi s in mind,
we can compare Mlilek (Mosiah 25:2) with the biblical personal
names Me/ech, Me/chiah, MelchishliO. Melchi-zedek, Abi-melech,
and Ahi-meleeh. all from the root meaning "k in g." and Nehor
(A lma I : 15) with Nahor (Genesis 11 :22- 29).
A very large number of the names in the Book of Mormon
can be explained in terms of Hebrew or Egyptian etymo logy and.
in a few cases, of other ancient Near Eastern names. The evidence
is much too extensive to include in this review. Some of the
nonbiblical names in the Book of Mormon have also been found
in other ancient Near Eastern documents.

Isaiah Quotes in the Book of Mormon
In Covering Up the Black Ho Le in the Book of Mormon (p.
23- 24), the Tanners complai ned abou t Joseph Smith's use of
Isaiah passages as "filler" on the small plates because he had run
ou t of ideas. "The fact that we already have the same material in
our Bible makes the situati on even more ridic ulous." I responded
that this is no more ridiculous than the fact that the Bible itself
re peats informatio n in various books. Among m y examples, J
noted that Isaiah 36-39 contains material found in 2 Kings 18-
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20.52 In their new book, the Tanners say that "there is far more to
this issue." Ignorin g what I had said in my review, they add thei r
inability to believe that Neph i would copy chapters from Isaiah
onto plates, si nce it was so hard to e ngrave words on plates.
Referring to my statement that they applied a dou ble standard,
allowing the Bible to repeat earlier passages but denying this ri ght
to the Book of Mormon, they note that they had , on pages 79-80
of Covering Up the Black Ho le in the Book of Mormon, openl y
noted that Isaiah and 2 Kings shared material. But they still don't
get the point. They clearly term "rid iculous" the repetit ion in the
Book of Mormon while accepting it in the Bible, yet proclaim that
"there was no double sta ndard used with regard to the repeated
material" (p. 136). They then quote fro m Covering Up the Black
Hole in the Book of Mormon (p. 80) a crit ic ism that 1-2 Nephi
quote works not yet in existence in Nephi's timc. While thi s is
certainly a valid topic for discussion, it has no relevance to their
comments about the repetition of Isaiah passages in the Book of
Mormon, s ince Isaiah clearly predates Nephi. This changing of
subject, hopping from one topic to another, and not dealing with
the issue at hand, gives the appearance of subjecti vity but is wholly
inadequate. It gets a little old seeing the Tanners c han ging the
subject to avoid the issue.
What surpri sed me is that, after the run -around when
respondin g to my comments on how the Tanners treat the Bible
and Book of Mormon repeats differently, they return , in the ir
discuss ion of Crai g Ray's review, to the same old thin g. In their
response to Ray, they write that they have no objection to the
Book of Mormon quoting from Bible books that existed prior to
Lehi's lime, but add that " the ex tensive quotations from the Book
of Isaiah, however, seem to serve no usefu l purpose, and the use of
King James language in these chapters points strongly to the
conclusion that they were actuall y plagiarized from a nineteenthcentury Bible, not from ancient plates" (pp. 137-38). I have dealt
with the King James language earl ier in this review, so let's look at
whether the Book of Mormon Isaiah quotes are gratuitous or
whether they serve a purpose and , if the latter, whether that
purpose is consiste nt with Nephi 's purpose for the small plates.

52 RBBM 4 (1992): 197-98.
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In
Nephi 20-2 1,
introducing them with an
the Nephites CQuid liken
19:23-24). After quoting

Nephi quotes Isa iah c haple rs 48-49,
explanati on that, as a remnant of Israel,
these passages to themselves ( I Nephi
the two chapters, he expounds on them,

speaking of the scattering and gatheri ng of Israel ( I Neph i 22:312, 24-25) and of his vision of the scattering of Lehi's seed in the
New World and the restoration (I Nephi 22:7-11). During his
explanati on, he alludes to the Following passages that he had just

quoled : Isaiah 49: 1 ( I Nephi 22:4), and Isaiah 49:22-23 ( I Nephi
22:6; also v. 8, which includes part of Isaiah 29: 14), Isaiah 49:26
( I Nephi 22: 12; cf. Isaiah 60: 16, whic h also has parallels with
Isaiah 49:23). He also alludes to some of [saiah's other writings:
Isaiah 29: 14 (I Nephi 22:8), Isaiah 29: 18 (2 Nephi 22:12; d.

Isa iah 58: I 0; 59:9), Isa iah 52: IO (2 Nephi 22: 10- 11 ), and Isaiah
60: 16 (1 Nephi 22: 13).
In a lengthy discourse (2 Nephi 6- 10), Jacob quOies from
Isaiah 49:24- 52:2 (2 Nephi 6:16-8:25). In an earlier part of his
discourse, he had quoted Isaia h 49:22- 23 (2 Nep hi 6:6-7) and
paraphrased Isaiah 29:6 (2 Nephi 6: 15). explaini ng that he would
read passages "concerning all the house of Israel" that could be
" like ned unto" the Nephites (2 Nephi 6:4-5). He explained that
the people of Jerusalem had , in fact, been taken captive (2 Nephi
6:8), but that they would, as Isaiah had prophesied, ultimately be
gathered (2 Nephi 6:9- 11 ). He expounds on the comments about
the Gentiles in Isa iah 49:22-23 (2 Nephi 6:12-13), adding
information from Isaiah 49:24-26 (2 Nephi 6:14, 16-18). Other
Isaiah passages used by Jacob in 2 Neph i 6 to discuss the
scattering and gathering of Israel inc lude Isaiah 29:8 ( 1 Nephi
6:13) and Isaiah 29:6 ( 1 Nephi 6:15). After quoting another
le ngt hy Isaiah passage (Isa iah 50: 1-52:2 in 2 Nephi 7:1 - 8:25),
Jacob again expounds on the subject of the gathering found in the
passage (2 Nephi 9:2), then turns to the subject of Christ and the
atonement (2 Neph i 9:4-42). This is precisely what Abinadi later
did when he was asked to exp lain Isaiah 52:7-10 (Mosiah 12:2024; 13:3), except that Abinadi quoted all of Isaiah 53 (Mosiah 14)
and explained how it referred to Christ (Mos iah 15). Jacob adds a
quote from Isaiah 55: 1- 2 (2 Nephi 9:50-51), then returns to the
subj ect of the destruction and scatterin g of Israe l and the
promised gatherin g (2 Nephi 10:6-13). In this. he refers to both
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Isaiah 49:22-23 (2 Nephi 10:8-9) and Isa iah 60: 12 (2 Nep hi
10;13. 16).
After recording Jacob's discourse, Nephi noted that he would
record "more of the words of Isaiah " (2 Nep hi 11 :2), saying that
his readers could "l iken them unto you and unto all men" (2
Nephi 11 :8). Then follow s the very lengthy extract from Isaiah 214 (2 Nephi 12-24). Nephi then proposes to speak about the
words of Isaiah that he had recorded (2 Nephi 25: 1). Like Jacob,
he refers to the scattering and gathering of the Jews (2 Nephi
25:9-11 ), the n goes on to add that there will be wars and speaks
of the coming of Christ among the Jews (2 Nephi 25:12- 14). He
notes that the Jews will be scattered and gathered a second time
after Christ's appearance among them (2 Neph i 25: 14-17) and
that they mu st ultimately come to believe in the Messiah (2 Neph i
25: 18- 20) . Hi s prophecy of Chri st continues int o the next
chapter.
In short, both Nephi and Jacob, after quoting from the words
of Isaiah, draw upon th ose words to expound prophecies of the
future, including items only hinted at by Isaiah or of which Isaiah
may not have had a fu ll understanding, such as the fact that Chri st
is the Holy One of Israel. There is purpose behind the use of
Isaiah in each of these cases.

Isaiah Variants in the Book of Mormon
The Tanners downplay the imporlance of my study of the
"Isaiah Variants in th e Book of Mormon."53 Regarding the
shorter version published in a book edited by Monte Nyman. they
write, "We woul d assume that Tvedtnes has given hi s best
examples in thi s book" (p. 144). Actually , I tried to select a
variery of some of the most support ive parallels to illustrate what I
had done, but not all of the best examp les. I now have additional
support ive material that I will , when time permits , add to my
earlier study.

53 See my article in Isaiah and the Prophets, ed. Mo nte S. Nyman (Provo,

lJI": Religious Studies Center, BVU. and Bookcraft. 1984). This pape r is a much
abbreviated version o f a longer stud y by the same na me that is distributed by
F.A.R.M.S.
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Regardi ng the Isaiah passages in the Book of Mormon, the
Tanners d ogmatically declare that "the eviden ce, including the
Dead Sea Scroll s. poi nts to the unmistakable conclusion that
Nephi was a fi ctional character and that Joseph Smith himself was
plag iarizing these words from the King James Version" (p. 140),
Th is hyperbolic statement is totally unwarranted by the ev idence.
Wesley P. Walters is essentially correct in sayin g that the text
of the main Dead Sea Scroll s Isaiah, disco vered near Qumran iD
Cave I and hence named IQl sa, follow s th e He brew text from
wh ich KJV was translated. However, the passage from his book
that the Tanners quote (p. 144) fail s to note that it does not always
agree and th at thi s longer Isaiah scro ll is more at variance with the
Masoretic te xt behind KJV than the mo re fra gmentary IQIsb. In
Isaiah 52: 13- 53: 12 a lone, I Qlsa has 34 variants with the Masorah.
The Tanners note that "Joh n Tvedtnes does not even refer to the
ev ide nce that the Dead Sea Sc ro ll s provides (sic) regarding this
matter in eithe r of his two studies" ( p. 144). In fac t, I dealt only
with the variant passages, not with the entire tex t of Isaiah , whicb
would have been beyond the scope of a study entitl ed "Isaiah
Variant s in the Book of Mormon ."
Referrin g to my article in Nyman, the Tanners wrote that I
" referred to the Masoretic text forty -t wo time s; the Septuagint
Version of the Bible twenty-one times and the Isaiah material in
the Dead Sea Scro ll s only sixteen times . Thi s seems to indicate
that he found less to d iscuss in the extremely ancient texts found
at Qumran than in the Septuagint Versio n and the Masoretic text"
(p. 144). They then claim that the same pattern follows in my
longer F.A.R .M.S . study and indic ate how "strange" it is "that
T vedtnes devoted so much o f his atte ntio n to the Masoretic text
but had little to say about the material from Qumran. Since tbe
Dead Sea Scroll s are about a thousand years o lder, one would
think that they would play the predo minant ro le in hi s study" (p.
144).
Though havin g the out ward appearance of valid arguments
aga in st my work wi th the Isaiah variants in the Book of Mormon,
th e Tanners' word s lack substance,54 for the following reasons:
54 Their declilrations call be seen as either willfu ll y deceptive or as ignorant
of the nature of the tell ts. I prefer to give them the benefit of the doubt and
assu me that the latter is correc\. Neither the Tanners no r Walte rs. whom they
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I. Whil e I may have mentioned the Masoretic te"t (M1) more
often (since it is the basis of the King James translat ion), I did n ot
use it as evidence more often. I reread my article in Nyman and
found that I referred to MT as evidence for the Book of Mormon
version of Isaiah only six times. two of which were variant Hebrew
manu scripts. On the other hand . I li sted support from 1Qlsa (the
more complete of the Dead Sea Isaiah scroll s) fourteen timesmore than twice as many limes as MT. I also noted support from
the Greek Septuagint (LXX) in seventeen of my examples. While I
have not made a count from my longer study. 1 suspect that a
similar patte rn exis ts there. S im p ly put , the Tann e rs
misrepresented the numbers.
2. Si nce IQlsa is essentiall y the same text as MT, I did not
elicit support from the Dead Sea Scrolls Isaiah except where it
differed from MT. In reexamining my article. I found that in three
of the examples in which I indicated that MT su pports the Book
of Mormon version agai nst KJV , IQlsa agrees. So we can add
these to the fourteen examp les already listed in the article. Since
the Tanners kn ow full well that 1Qlsa and MT are essentia lly the
same text (as they note in their quote of Walters. p. 144), r can
on ly su rmise that they del iberate ly a voided counting these other
examples in their pseudostatistical study of my art icle.
3. While mentioning the antiqu ity of the Dead Sea Scrolls, the
Tanners do not tell their readers that the Greek Septuagi nt (LXX)
was trans lated from the Hebrew Old Testament in the third century
B.C. While it is true that we have no cop ies of LXX that go back
that far. the Greek text was tran slated from an earl ie r Hebrew text
that in many cases di sagrees with MT and IQlsa. First-cen tury
B.C. Greek LXX versions of Leviticus and Numbers were found
among the Dead Sea Scroll s. In addition. some of the He brew
manuscripts in that corpus are closer to LXX. For example, while
the Masoretic ve rsion of Je remiah was found at Qumran, one
Hebrew text of Jeremiah (4QJerb) foll ows the shorter Septuagin t
verSion. One of the Dead Sea Scro ll s Exodus scroll s (4QEx a )
reflect s LXX , wh ile anothe r (4QEx is closer to the Samaritan
verSion than to MT. Simil arly, one Hebrew copy of Numbers

a)

quole. are qualified 10 deal with the Dead Sea Scrolls and other Bible texts. not
having the linguistic tools necessary for sueh a study.

244

REVIEW OF BOOKS ON mE BOOK OF MORMON 6/2 (1994)

(4QNu m b ) is closer to the Samaritan than to MT and closer still to
LXX. One of the Samuel scro ll s (both comprise 1- 2 Samuel),
4QSam a , is also closer to LXX than to MT. The other Samuel
scro ll (4QSam b ), thought to have been written no later than 200
B.C. and hence one of the oldest scroll s found at Qumran, is a
variant of the Hebrew version from which LXX was translated,
having many variants from MT.
We should note that the Tanners misunderstand the nature of
the transmission of Bible books. They evide ntl y presume a linear
progression, with the Qumran scroll that generally agrees with MT
being in the ge nealogy. In truth , however, there were already
divergences, as LXX and IQlsb and other Qumran texts show. In
my longer st udy of the " Isa iah Variants in the Book of
Mormon," I note that there are times when some of the ancient
vers ion s disagree with both MT/KJV and Book of Mormon and
that this is to be expected. We shall not always find support for the
Book of Mormon, nor shall we always find support for KJV, in
ancient texts, because variants existed already in very early times.
Because of thi s, the brass plates of Laban, though closer in time to
the original, need not always represent Isaiah 's original intent.
At one point, the Tanners take me to task for notin g the
Septuagint 's partial support for 2 Nephi 12:16 (= Isaiah 2:16).
They cite Wesley P. Walters regarding the Septuagint paralle l in 2
Nephi 12: 16 saying that it "did not come from the Septuagint,
but from a well-known Bible commentary written by Thomas
Scott" (p. 144). They the n add, "John Tvedtnes used the
examp le set fOrlh by Sperry as evidence for th e Book of
Mormon's authenticity IbutJ failed to mention " that the Dead Sea
Scrolls don't support it. There are, however, really two issues here.
The first is whether the variant is represented in the Septuagint, the
second whether the Dead Sea Scrolls support the variant. The
latter point is really irrelevant, since various ancient versions often
disagreed with each other. In this particular case, I Qlsa agrees
with the Masoretic text and, consequently, with the King James
Bible. The Tanners and Walters notwithstanding, I have correct ly
represented the Septuagint word ing in my article and in the longer
study on the Isaiah variants. I did not get the idea from Sperry
and only discovered what he had done some lime aft er 1 wrote the
orig ina l draft of the study. I have never seen Scott's commentary.
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This brings us to the question of Walters, who, based on the
Tanners' repo rt of hi s words, has grossly mi srepresented a
number of things. They quote him as sayi ng that he "checked"
the Isa iah text from the Dead Sea and found that it follows the
Hebrew tex t underlying the King James Bible (p . 144). If thi s is
correct, then Walters must not have done a very good job or must
not ha ve known Hebrew. While it is true that, in the main, 1Qlsa
has the same Hebrew text as the Masorah from which the King
James Bible was translated. the re are a fa ir number of variants. An
Israeli scho lar, Yehezke'el Kutscher, wrote a rathe r lengthy study
of these variants. and othe r scholars have discussed some of them
in various books and articles. 55 Anyone who compares the two
texts can see the variants (indeed. diffe re nt Masoretic documen ts
vary in some respects). One need go no farther than the Biblia
Hebraica Swltgarlensia to find some of the Qumran variants in its
footnotes for the book of Isaiah. (Unfortunately, this rev ision of
Kittel's Bib/ia Hebraica was not avai lable when I did my study; it
would have made things much eas ier.)
Say ing of my Isaiah vari ants work that "the oldest Hebrew
manuscript of the Isaiah text does not sustain hi s theory" (p.
144), the Tanne rs acc use me of following a "double standard"
by cove ring up and then accusing them of the same things. Since
I have no "theory" to su pport, I wasn '( lookin g for evidence to
sustain it. The fact is that the Isaiah text in questi on supports the
Book of Mormon ve rsion at several points. I have never covered
up the fact that it does not lend support for eac h and eve ry
variant. Indeed, in my longer study, I clearl y noted the variants for
which the Book of Mormon has no vers ion support . Since I Qlsa
is mostly like the Masoret ic tex.t, I didn't mention it exce pt where
it differed from MT and supported the Book of Mormon.
Consequen tl y, in a ll other cases, MT and lQl s3 have the sa me
read in g. Because I am aware Ihal ancient manusc ripts oft en

55 See for cllamp lc Ychczkc 'el Kutscher, HI/-Iashon We-ha-req,1< Ha·
leshoni Shel MegiJal Ycsha<Yilhu Ha-shelemah Mi-megilol YI/ H.1-melal)
(lcrulalem : Magnes Press of Hehrew University. t959): Mi llar Burrows.
"Variant Reading in the Isaiah Manuscript." BASOR 11 11 (Oct. 1948) : 10-24
and 1113 (Feb. 1949): 24-32: and Joseph R. Rosenbloom, The Dead Sea
Isaiah Scroll: A Lilerary Analysis; A Comp,Jrison with the MasOTCtic Text and
Biblia Hcbmica (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans. 1970).

246

REVIEW OF BOOKS ON TIiE BOOK OF MORMON 612 (1994)

di sagree among themsel ves, thi s does n' t bother me as it does the
Tanners.
The Tanne rs are wrong when they assert that Isai ah scrolls
from Qumran provide no support for the Book of M ormon (p.
141). The longer scroll (1 QI sa) supports th e Book of Mormon

Isaiah lext in a number of cases. Their inclu sion of comments
from LDS writers who expressed a belief that the scroll s would nol
pro ve valu abl e to Lau er-day Saints (pp . 141 - 44) is totally
unwarranted, since most of the se c omments deal nol with the
Isaiah variant s but with such issues as the " plain and precious
parts" that Latte r-day Saints wo uld like to see show up in newlydi scovered documents. The Tanners c redit Sidney B. Sperry with
"a painstakin g stud y of the Dead Sea Scroll s" (p. 141). I did not
know Sperry pe rsonall y, but I have hea rd fro m several LOS
scho lars wh o know Hebre w that Spe rry had only a superficial
acquaintance with the lang uage. From the fe w examples I have
seen of hi s work on the Isaiah variants, it is c lear to me that he
could not have e xamined the Dead Sea Scroll s care full y or he
would have noted some of the same variants I found .
The Tanners also write that "for years Mormon sc holars ..
have attempted to show para llels between the text of Isaiah found
in th e Book of Mormo n and that fo und in so me a ncient
manuscripts. In our book , Mormon ScriplUres and the Bible, pp.
9- 11, we show that these parall els are of little value" (p. 141 ). In
fairn ess, I should perhaps read that book (o f wh ic h I had not
prev iously heard) before pass ing judg ment. Bul knowing that the
Tanners lack the linguisti c skills to judge the kind of work f did
with the Isai ah variants, I suspect that it would be more lay
hyperbole and less scho larship than the subject deserves .

New Testament Passages in the Book of Mormon
The Tanners repeat that "our main probl em with plagiari sm
In th e Book of Mo rmon is the mate rial ta ken from the New
Testa ment " (p. 140) . They ga ve a large numbe r of e xampl es of
such parall e ls in part II of Covering Up th e Black Hole in the
Book of Mormon and cite others in thei r c urrent work . When I
began lookin g into the subject after reading the ir boo k, several
th oug hts came to me:
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I . Many of the supposed New Testamenl borrowings could
just as easily come from the Old Testament ; indeed, in a number
of cases, it was clear that the New Testament passage was actually a
quote (a " plagiari sm," I suppose, since credit is not always given)
from the Old Testament.
2. Many of the parallel s were just common idioms and phrases
that could not be said to be specifica ll y New TestamcnI, although
fo und in that scripture.
3. If the terminology was truly part of Jose ph S mith 's
vocabulary, as the Tanners so metimes impl y, the n it should not be
surprising to see him use it in hi s translat ion , provided the
meaning of the Nephite tex t was reflected in the English.
I originally considered responding to each and everyone of
the suggested " borrowi ngs" a nd , indeed, c hecked on a fair
number of them using th e computer. It soon became obvious that
it would require an e ntire book to di sc uss this large corpu s.
Meanwhile, the reader can consult my earlier review to see a
sampling of the kinds of probl ems I found with the Tanners' li st.
I must respond , howeve r, to one of the Tanners' statements
from Covering Up the Black Hole in the Book of Mormon that
they repeat in the follow-up book: "It should be obvious that the
presence of many portions of the New Testament in the Book of
Mormon is more out of place than to find the foll owing words in
a speech attributed to George Washington: 'Four score and seven
years ago our fathers brought forth on this con tine nt , a new
nation . . .' These words alone would be enough to prove the
speech a forgery. While less than a century separated George
Washington and Abraham Lincoln, in the Book of Mormon we
have Le hi quoting from the New Testament book of Re velation
almost seven centuries before it was written!" (p. 140). The
hyperbolic words " more out of place" are clearly not supported
by the example they give. Lincoln 's Gettysburg Address includes
a date ("four sco re and seve n yea rs" after the "fath ers,"
including Wash ington, "brought fo rth ... a new nation"), while
the New Testament passages they compare with the Book of
Mormon do nol. Were the datable elements not part of the speec h,
one might just as eas ily suggest that Lincoln borrowed the speech
from Washington after discovery of a document attributing the
words to Washington.
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S imilarl y. many Ne w Testament passages a re known from
earlier Jew ish works (some of them pseudepigrapha of the second
ce nt ury B.C .) whic h may have quoted fro m still o lder wri tings.

The fact that a passage in one of Paul' s epislies, for example. is
al so found in the Book of Mormon does not prove that Joseph
Smith put it there. Both sources could have borrowed from earlier
documen ts, some of the m no longer extant. So me evidence for
th is has bee n e licited in a number of Book of Mormon studies and
we can look forward to more,56
More to the po int, however, is thai King James language was
known to both Joseph Smith and his conte mporaries. W ith Ihis, the
Tanne rs would agree. Where we di sagree is that they see Joseph
S mi th expropriati ng Bible texts to compose the Book of Mormon,
wh ile I consider that Joseph Smi th , li ke any other tran slator, would
nat urall y re nde r a n anc ie nt tex t in lan g uage familiar to the
audience fo r whom he is translating. A more rece nt parallel to the
Book of Mormon is the way the Brit ish sc ho lar Robert Henry
Charles imitated KJV language in his translation of ancient Jewish
docume nts in Th e Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha of th e Old
Testament (O xford, 19 13).

C on clu s io n s
I am even less impressed with the Tan ners' latest effort than
with their original book on the "b lack hole" theory . Most of it is
a rehash of what was sa id in the ir earl ier work, rather than a real
" response to c riti c ism" of that wo rk . Me re re pe tition and
avo idi ng the issues by dwe ll in g on in significa nt items is not going
to make the ir case. r am parlicularl y co ncerned with the way in
wh ich they add ress th ings fo r wh ic h they ha ve no ex pertise. For
exam ple, their pont ifi cation about the Dead Sea Scrolls, of which
they know virtuall y nothin g, marks the wo rk as lacking in any real
understand ing of script ural and documentary issues.
Neverthe less, I should be some what grateful to the Tanners for
writing both book s. Each time, I have had to ex amine the ev idence
56 Again. the Tanners wi ll see th is as a "cop out." But the evidence for such
quotes in the New Testa mcn t. commonl y acceptcd even amo ng non- LDS
scholars, shows thai one cannOI reject the Book of Mormon oUI-of-ha nd on such
grou nds.
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a bit more closely and, in doing so, have come away more
convinced than before that we have, in the Book of Mormon, a
translation of an ancient document that has stood the test of lime
and criticism. Were I not so swamped with other projects, I would
look forward to volume 2 of Answering Mormon Scholars: A
Response 10 Criticism of the Book "Covering Up the Black Hole in
the Book of Mormon. "

Margaret and Paul Toscano, Strangers in Paradox:
Explorations in Mormon Theology. Salt Lake City:
Signature Books, 1990. xiii + 291 PP' J with
bibliography. $12.95.

Article Title"
Reviewed by Brian M. HaugJid
" 'Oh, Brother Joseph, come and save me!' I replied, 'I
cannot , for you have put me into thi s deep pit.' "I
A bit of excitement welled up within me when I first picked up
Strangers in Paradox: Explorations in Mormon Theology. The
cover of the book depicts a very interesting picture of Adam and

I Teachil1gs oj the Prophet Jospeh Smilh (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book.
1961),368-69. This incidence has reference to a dream of the Prophet Joseph
Smith in which he "was overtaken and seized by Wi lliam and Wilson Law and
others saying. 'Ah! ah ! we ha ve got you at last! We will secure you and put you in
a safe place!' and dragged me oul of my carriage, tied my hands behind me, and
threw me into a deep, dry pit, where I remained in a perfectly helpless condition.
and Ihey went away. While struggling to gel out, I heard Wilson Law screaming
for help hard by. I managed to unloose myself so as to make a spring, when I
caught hold of some grass which grew at the edge of the pit. I looked OUI of the
pit and saw Wilson Law at a little distance attacked by ferocious wi ld beasts, and
heard him cry out, 'Oh, Brother Joseph, come and save me! ' I replied, .\ cannot,
for you have put me into this deep pit.' On looking out another way. I saw
William Law with outstretched tongue. blue in the face, and the green poison
forced out of his mouth, caused by the coiling of a large snake around his body. It
had also grabbed him by the arm, a little above the elbow. ready to devour him.
He cried out in the intensity of his agony, 'Oh Brother Joseph, Brother Joseph,
come and save me, or I die!' I also replied to him, ' I cannot. William: I would
willingly. but you have tied me and put me in this pit. and I am powerless to help
or liberate myself.' In a short time after my guide came and said aloud, 'Joseph.
Joseph. what arc you dOing there?, I replied, 'My enemies fe ll upon me. bound
me and threw me in.' He then took me by the hand, drew me OUI of the pit. set me
free, and we went away rejoicing."
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Eve surrounded by a variety of symbols. Some of these symbols
include an all-seeing eye, a mini stering angel , the cross, a lion, a
handclasp (l ooking much too fami liar), and an oak leaf. These
symbol s are interpreted in an illu strator's note on the
bibliographic page. The title intrigued me because of the common
bond shared by many Mormons, described in the scriptures as
fee ling like "strangers and pilgrim s on the earth" (Hebrews
11 :13), and because thi s li fe is filled with multifaceted ironies that
make up some sort of paradoxical puzzle. However, above all, I
felt exc ited to read something new on thi s subject because I love
to read theology , especially LOS theo logy.
Some material is available for those interes ted in LOS
theology, 2 but not very much of it deals with theology in terms of
the Boo k of Mormon .) The apparent lack of more recent LOS
scholarship on theology may be due to the fact that theology is
theoretical rather than practical, and LOS cu lture seems to stress
the practical. As Webster's dictionary stal es, theology is "the
theoretic part of any religious aClivity"4 or, as another dictionary
says, "theology is an intellectual, systematic and theoretical study,
while reli gion refers to the whole man and his practice. Religion is
2 There are some LDS theologians whose work5 do merit study, such as
Parley P. Pratt's Key to Ih e Science of Theology (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book.
1973); B. H. Roberts's Mormon Doctrine of Deity (Bountifu l, Ut.: Horizon,
1903); an d the recen tl y published The Truth, the Way. the Life (Provo, Ut.: BYU
Studies, 1994): John A. Wids toc's Rational Th eology (Salt Lake CiIY: Deserel
Book. 1965) and Evidences and Reconciliations (Sa[1 Lake City: Deserel Book,
1960); Sterling M. McMurrin's Th e Theological Foundations of the Mormon
Rtligion (Salt Lake City: University o f Utah Press, 1965); and George T . Boyd's
Vitws on Man and ReligiOtI (Provo. Ut.: Friends of Geo rge T. Boyd. 1979).
Though this list is not all-inclusive. it docs re present a general approach to LDS
theolo gy by a few of the more notable LDS fig ures. However. th e mos t
iignificant contribution to theology emerged ea rl y in church history through the
teachings of Joseph Smith . Many of his theological teachings ean be found in
Ltc/ures on Faith and the King Follet discourse.
3 Though there has not been that much done o n the theology of the Book of
Motmon, there is some resea rch ava ilable on the stu dy of how Jose ph Smith's
en~ironment may have influ enced the Book of Mormon and the development of
LDS theology, See Larry C. Porter's art icle in the " I Have a Questi on" section of
Ensign 22 (June 1992): 27- 29.
4 New Webster 's Dictionary of the English Language ( 1975), s.v.
"Theology."
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the practice; theology is the theory.ltS Perhaps some of us feel
that the practice of religion is more important than the theory of
religion, and therefore do not spend much time in the abstract,
ethereal study of LDS theology when there is so much practical,
down·lo~earth work to be done in religion.
Before we throw out theology altogether, however, it should be
remembered that proper religious practice is closely connected to
a n accurate theo log ical un derstanding "about God and his
relation to the world from the creation to the consummation,

particularl y as it is set forth in an ordered manner."6 The Prophet
Joseph sa id , " It is necessary for us to have an understanding of
God himse lf in the beginning." and "there are but fcw beings in
th e world who understand rightly the characte r of God."7
Significantly. our very salvation and exa ltatio n is dependent on a
most important theological issue as expressed by the Savior in
John 17:3, wherein he says, "And th is is life eternal , that they
might know thee the on ly truc God, and Jesus Ch rist, whom thou
hast sen t. "
Pursuing an accurate and true unde rstanding of the type of
being God is and his relationship to his children will, in my view,
foster more correct behavior than wi ll being concerned on ly with
practicality with out a sound theological base. This has become
clear to me while serving in the Church. I can remember instances
as a mi ssionary , teacher, and bishop when J saw practicality
enforced without regard to how it wou ld affect the people
in volved. I be lieve when we understand the true nature of God and
ourselves (i.e., theo logy), we wi ll look at our brothers and sisters
t he way he sees them, and we will then know how to act
accordingly.
Unders tandi ng the importance of theology not on ly justifies
this rev iew but, as I will show, demonstrates that Srrangers in
Paradox falls far short o f being a useful guide for Latter-day
Saints who wish to enrich the ir understanding o f theological issues
concerning God and his relatio ns hip to us. In stead of exploring
theological questions based on the revea led doctrines in the
scriptures and the teaChings of the living prophets, the authors
5 New Dictionary of Tlreology (1988). s. v. "Religion."
6 Ibid.

7 TPJS.343.
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attempt to justify changi ng the doctrines, or more accurately,
changin g our understanding of the nature of God, in order to
lobby for changes in Church policy, especiall y policies related to
the sisters of the church.
Slrangers in Paradox is divided into five parts after a brief
introduct ion. Part I , "First Prin cip les," has two chapters,
"Cornerstones" and "Keystones," which lay the foundation that
all the other chapters build upon. The authors examine the
premises and assumptions to which they will adhere in order to
demonstrate not only how they reac hed their conclusions but al so
why. Part II , "Godhead," has six chapters: "Holiness to the
Lord," "The God of Flesh and Glory," "The Di vine Mother,"
"Jesus Chri st and the Mormon Pantheon," "Beyond Matriarchy,
Beyond Patriarchy." and "The Marriage of Time and Eternity."
Part Ill , "Redemption ," has four chapters: " Divinit y and
Humanity," "Brin ging Good out of Evil," "The Case for
Grace," and "Metaphors of Salvation," Part IV , "Priesthood,"
has seven chapters: "The Nature and Purpose of the Priesthood,"
"Priesthood in the Book of Mormon," "Wome n and Priesthood
in the Bible," "A Kingdom of Priestesses," "The Oath and
Cove nant of the Pri es th ood," "Wo men, Ordination and
Hierarchy," and "Zion: Vision or Mirage," Part V, "Sex Roles,"
"Marriage Patterns, and the Templ e" has four chapters: "Sex
Roles," "Monogamy, Pol ygamy, and Humilit y," "Rending the
Veil," and "The Mormon Endowmen t. "
This rev iew will focus on two main aspects of the book: the
authors' reasons for writing it, as ex plained in the introduction
and in the first two chapters, and. second ly , how the authors use
the Book of Mormon to support their own theories, particularl y in
chapter 14, entitled "Priesthood in the Book of Mormon ." After
we scrutin ize the premises and assumption s made by the authors
in "Cornerstone s" and "Keystones," it will become apparent
what the entire volume seeks to accompli sh. Many, if not all, of
the chapters build upon the premises made in those initial chapters
by clarifying. ex panding. and just ifyin g them . Once the basic
assumptions are brought out, the arguments put forth in the
remaining chapters can be more readily understood.
Strangers in Paradox is written very well, with a clear
statement of the thesis from which the book never strays, and with
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an intc lli gc nI approach to man y of ehe aspects of that thes is. The
prose is smooth and in some insta nces almost poetic. On the
who le , the volume should be g iven hi gh mark s for clarity of
thou ght, persuasive arguments, creati vity, and overall readabil ity.
Because of the general reader-fri endline ss inh erent here, the
auth o rs fa cilitate understanding of the ir ideas and, at the same
lime, clearly reveal weaknesses inherent in their arguments.
The authors skillfull y de monstrate a studied approach, with
adequate documentation of sources for the major points. However,
as a scholarly wo rk, the book loses ground due to an over-zealous
be labo rin g o f a few po ints the authors wi sh to justify without an
a lt e mpt to obj ecti vely co nsid e r o ppos in g point s of view,
particula rl y those of mainstrea m Mormoni sm. In fact, whenever
any opposing view is brought out , it is o nl y for the purpose of
castigatin g it, without careful we ig hing . The authors seem to have
made the mse lves feel comfo rtable with thi s abandonment of
objecti vity by insertin g the di sclaimer "our approach is personal
and subjecti ve ." In the ir o pening stateme nts in the introdu ction,
th e authors mak e it clear that thi s book " is not a systematic
theology, nor is it refl ecti ve of mainstream Mormoni sm. . . OUf
goal is to be c lear and thought -pro vo king without being strident
o r dogmati c." They base thi s wo rk o n the ir ex pe ri ence as
Mormo ns and warn that mainstream LDS reade rs may find some
o f thei r ideas "objectio nable or o ffensive." However, according
to the authors, the offe nsive nature of the book is miti gated by the
fact that " th is book is not meant to be a descripti on of lJ oseph
Smith 's l teac hings o r a restatement of Mo rmon theol ogy ..' The
authors conclude that " Joseph S mith 's teachin gs, like those of
every other prophet, constitute not the final word but a point of
de parture" (p. xi).
The introducti on constitutes a good description and validation
of the ir liberal methods. It is interestin g to nOle that the authors
base all the ir theol ogical musings on "the ideas, teachings, and
reve lation s o f Joseph S mith. " (l will call their ex pl o rations
" theo log ical musin gs" becau se in the truest sense thi s is not a
boo k o f theo logy. If it were, it would be muc h more systematic
[which the autho rs di sc laimedl in its presentation, somewhat akin
to a stud y o f spec ific theo log ica l to pi cs whic h are carefully
arranged. He re, however, each of the chapters is a th oughtfully

TOSCANO. STRANGERS IN PARADOX (H AUG LlD)

255

prepared essay on a general theological subject.) Joseph Smith
endorsed and in vit ed liberal thinking on the doctrines of the
gospe l. In April 1843. Pelat iah Brown was called up before the
high cou ncil "fo r erring in doctrine" concerning th e beasts
mentioned in the Book of Revelation. Not on ly did Joseph Smith
dislike Brown's being called up before the Council , but he also
declared, "I want the liberty of thinking and believing as I please .
. . . It does not prove that a man is not a good man because he errs
in doctrine."8 Yet the Prophet saw limitations to thi s liberality. He
said in July 1839:
I will give you one of the Keys of the mysteries of the
Kingdom. It is an eternal principle, that has existed with
God from all etern ity: That man who rises up to condemn
others, fin ding fault with the Church, saying that they are
out of the way, while he himself is ri ghteous, then know
assuredly that that man is in the high road to apostasy; and
if he does not repent, will apostatize, as God livesY
II is not, therefore, in liberal thinking that one is in danger as
much as it is in find ing fault with those who do not see things in
the same way, especia ll y the leaders of the Church. As will be
shown, this book is replete with negative innuendoes, criticisms,
and outright condemnati on of prescribed directives from the
prophets and apostles.
The remaining portion of the introduct ion dea ls with God
being traditionally "pictured as a male," as a "he" instead of a
"she." and the a uth ors' atte mpt to "e mploy gender neutral
references where possible," asserting that Christ had a female
counterpart; therefore, in the chapters where a fema le deity is
discussed. the authors indicate they will use the terms "Goddess,"
"Heavenly Mother," "female deit y," "Di vine Lady," "God the
Mother," and "female God" (pp. xii- xiii).

8 He. 5:340.
9 HC. 3:385.
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Strangers in Paradox: Professed First Principles
In the first cha pter, e ntitled "Cornerstones," the authors
establi sh the basic premises and assumptions to which they will
adhere in th e following chapters. One of their premises, as
indicated in the book's title, is that this life is a paradox. Quoting
a letter from Joseph Smith to L. Daniel Rupp in 1844 in which
Joseph stated that "by proving con traries truth is made manifest,"
the authors state their definition of paradox:
When we first perceive a paradox, its contrary elements
see m utterly incompat ible. We are tempted to think that
either o ne or the other clement is false or that both are
false. 11 is n Ol easy to sec how both can be true. However,
if we accept the truth of both propositions and change our
frame of reference, the rival statemen ts o f the paradox
may suddenl y appear to be com patible truths which tend
to validate our new found perspective. This process
e ncourages us to sacrifi ce traditional conce pts, to take
risks. to make leaps into the dark , to reassess our
assumptions. (p. 4)
As can be seen from this, the concept of paradox espoused by
the authors is not limited to the idea that two contradictory
propositions establish higher truths, but is exte nded to include
another definition of paradox, the concept of an op inion contrary
to received opinion.1O or, in the authors' words, that a "new found
perspective" may require us "to sacrifice traditional concepts."
The concept of paradox is not, in itself, difficul! to accept. In
fact, the authors cite severa l scriptural examples of true paradoxes,
such as Jesus' declaration in Matthew 23:12 that "whosoever shalt
exalt himse lf shall be abased; and he thal shall humble himself
shall be exa lted," and in verse II , "He that is greatest among you
shall he your se rvant," and in Matthew 10:39, "He that findedth
his life shall lose it: and he that ioset h his life for my sake shall
find it." Scriptural examp les such as these may be found

10 New Webster's Dictionary, s.y. ··Paradox."
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elsew here; II however, it is important to note that these paradoxes
are God-ordained and not man-ordained. In other words, every
instance of, or reference to, paradoxical situati ons in the scriptures
which are God-ordained is a test of obedience given by direct
revelation. For in stance, in Genesis 22, the Lord commands
Abraham to sacrifice Isaac. This is a true paradox because, as is
shown in Abraham I, human sacrifice is forbidden, and here God
is commandin g Abraham to disregard the commandment again st
human sac rifice (and an inherent respect for all life), to obey him
and kill Isaac. Even our first parents, when introduced into the
Garden of Eden, were given the paradox ical com mand s: ( 1) to
multiply and replen ish the ea rth through proc reation and (2) to
not partake of the tree of kn owledge of good and ev il , the onl y
way by which the first com man d coul d be obeyed . These
paradox ica l situations are both con nected to the co ncept of
obedience. With Abraham, his willingness to obey was acceptable
and Isaac was spared. Adam and Eve, however, knew they must
disobey the second command in order to fulfil th e first.
Concerning God-ordained paradoxes, Joseph Smith taught :
That wh ich is wrong under one ci rcumstance, may be. and
oflen is, ri ght under another. God said , "Thou shalt nOI
kill"; at another time He sa id . "Thou shalt utterl y
destroy." This is the principle on which the gove rnmen t
of heaven is conducted-by reve lati on adapted to the
circumstances in which the children of the Kingdom are
placed. Whatever God requires is right, no matter what it is,
although we may not see the reason thereof till long after
the events transpire. 12
Long after Adam and Eve, we can now see the significance of
the Lord 's placing them in their unique paradoxi ca l
circumstances . He did so not onl y to test their obedience. but to
create for our benefit a fa llen world through their transgression.
In Abraham 's case, hi s willin gness to obey the command
represented hi s complete reliance on the Lord and hi s dependence
11 Perhaps one of the besl illustrations on the tcaching of paradoxcs as a
pan of th is life can be found in 2 Ncphi 2: 10-13, wherein Lehi counsels Jacob,
~For it must nccds be. thaI there is an OPPOSition in ail ihings."
12 TP JS, 256.
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on revelation. The idea of sac rifi ce is usually present in these
God-ordained paradoxes also, not as much in the sense of a
physical sacrifice as in a sac rifi ce of our will in submiss ion to
God's will. Significantly, the perfect expression of a paradox can
be found in th e life of Jesus C hri s!. "who suffe red greater
sufferings, and was exposed to morc powerfu l con tradi ct ions than
any man can be. Bul nOlwithManding all this, he kept the law of
God, and remained without sin . showi ng thereby Ihal it is in the
power of man to keep the law and remain also without sin. "13
Hence. though we arc all placed in these God-ordained paradoxes,
we have the power to keep the la w and remain without si n by

assiduously following his co mmandments as found in the
scriptu res and in the revelations given to his prophets and apostles.
The ex istence of paradoxes is pan of a divinely ordained plan
for ou r eterna l progression. However. man-made paradoxes
characteri st icall y follow a very different course, nOI being used as
a divine testing agent. Man-made paradoxes are usually rooted in
some biased or prejudiced op ini on of a group or individual.
Th ese paradoxes may be manifested by some of the sp linter
groups that have broken off from the C hurc h. Some of these
groups have fou nd themselves at odds with the Churc h through
paradoxes such as success ion of the prophets. plural marriage. or
women and the priesthood. The authors c reate man-made
paradoxes through th e sacrific ing of "traditiona l" ideas and
" ri sk taking," which, they argue, one must undertake to achieve
enlig htenmen t on theological issues. Their premise of the
existence of paradoxes, whic h I accept. begins here to take a
dangerous turn away from mainstream LOS doctrines towards
ideas which are nOI only at varia nce with th e cou nse l of the
Brethren but are in many in stances highly critical of il.
In the c hapter entitl ed "Corne rstones." the authors say that
another premise "of this book is our belief that by accepting as
true the contradictions manifest in the person, the story, and the
teachings of Jesus Christ, the highest and holiest truths may be
revealed to us" (p. 4). This declaration is preparatory to three
paradoxes the authors wish to examine: ( I) The Paradox of Jesus:
God and Man-Male and Female, (2) The Paradox of Male and
13 LeClllre.f Of! Failh (Sail Lake City: Deseret Book. t985). 5:2.
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Female, and (3) The Paradox of History and Myth . With th eir
introductory remark s about accepting the Savior and th ei r
disclaimers such as " personal and subjecti ve," the authors begin
sac rificing "traditional concepts," taking "risks," and making
"leaps into the dark" by vilifying the most fund amental premises
set down by God's authority. A good example of thi s is in the
first section, "The Paradox of Jesus," where the authors describe
Church government as "do minated by a hi erarchi ca l power
structure of competitive, eccles iast ica l athletes" rather than "a
body of interdependent believers of whom the greatest of all is the
servan t of all " (pp . 4-5). Later, "i nterdependent believers" are
defined as includin g the women of the Church, who "are the
spiritual equal s of men and ought to have full acceSS to all of the
privileges, keys. rights, offices, callings. and gift s that have been
made available to me n in the church" (p. 7). Finally, the authors
state the th es is of the volume on page 8:
As Mormons we must recog ni ze the concept of a
democratized priesthood in which members are valued as
much for their God-given spiritual gifts as for their
ecclesiastical offices . We believe in a true lay priesthood
composed of both men and women joined together as
equal s in a general assembly of priesthood-holdin g
believers.
Unfortunately, the entire vo lume, thou gh purporting to
explore promising LOS theological issues. is reduced to a biased.
albeit soph isticated, effort to pressure for changes in Church
doctrine concernin g women and the priesthood . The remaining
chapters in one way or another bui ld upon and contribute to the
main thesis of equali zing women in the Church by giving them
the priesthood. A cursory glance at the titles of the remaining
chaplers will make this clear.
The first two paradoxes discussed in this chapter are obviously
attached to the main argument. However, the paradox of history
and myth is not as readi ly Seen as part of the overall purpose of
the book. The authors argue that the study of mytholog ies gives
meaning to history, even though history is often looked at as
contradictory to myt h- hence the (man-made) paradox. After
dispelling the negatives about myth s. the authors conclude that,
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" from a mythical pers pecti ve, the event of Moses leading the
people of Israe l through the wilderness, through the waters of the

Red Sea, and eventuall y into the promised land mayor may nOt
point to a historical Hebrew e pic, but can serve as a symbol of the
journey of the souL" Myth the n transports onc from the realm of
the facts and figures of history to finding meaning in religious
lifc. However, here the auth ors take the opportun it y to point out
where the Church is going wrong. They Siale that in Mormonism
there is a " negative reaction toward myth" (p. 12), impl ying that
members of the Ch urch do not, or perhaps cannot , find meaning
in ex istence. The re may be some ke rn e l of truth in their
allegations for some individ ua ls in the Church, but to make it
genera l with the term Mormonism shows the authors' tendency
towards irres ponsib le ove rsim plifica ti on an d judgmental
assertions. Be that as it may, the " mythic interpretation," as the
auth ors term it. or the findin g of religious meaning in the present
through sy mbolic re presentati ons found in mythology, is the
vehicle the authors employ to justify thei r main objective.
Chapter two, " Keystones," li sts seven "keystones for the
interpretive method" used in thi s book (p. 15). Before commenting o n these keystones, I should note that the authors
postul ate that anyone "serious about understanding a parti cular
religious tradition must carefull y examine its primary texts for
provenance and hi stori cal context" (p. 14). I assume (since it is
not spec ified) that by primary texts the authors are referring to the
scriptures or sacred writings of the reli gious traditions, such as the
four standard works for the Latter-day Saims , the Koran for the
Muslims. the Torah for the Jews, the Bhagavad G ita fo r Hinduism,
etc. A primary text, according to the authors, must be interpreted
as much as possible without imposing one's prejudices up on it.
The assertion is made that, to avoid "extreme subject ivity and
extre me object ivity," one must " reinte rpret " the text by being
"drawn" into it , while at the same time" 'relinquishi ng' our own
biases." By this me th od one is "c hanged by the tex t," and
receives a " new capac ity for se lf-know ledge," a nd beco mes an
"ex te nsion of the text" (p. 15). The authors demonstrate that
th ey will be using a no ntraditi o nal method for achieving
theological e nli ghtenment or certitude. In other words, instead of
e mployi ng the presc ribed meth ods (wh ic h they never mention)
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fo r gain in g a testimony, such as fasting, praye r, and guidance
from inspired leaders, they invite us to go to some higher level of
self·awareness through the stud y of myths. In reality this sound s
like a variation on a theme brought out in the Book of Alma by
another who sought to justify hi s lack of submi ssion to the basic
requirements of the gospel-Korihor. One of the most in sidious
ways this "my thic interpretation" accomplishes its task is by
replacing the absolutes of life with relativistic speculation s. It is
nothing more than the existential phil osophy that "what is true
for you may not be true for me" or "w hat is true for me may not
be true for you." So li ve and let li ve, there is no absolute Truth ,
only truth that fits the individual ; no absolute Beauty. only beauty
in the eye of the beholder; no absolute Wrong. only wrong in the
sense of unconventional behavior patterns establi shed geneticall y
or environme ntally; and so on. In other words, the authors are
implying that the Church needs to get with the program and start
changin g the capital letters of these absolutes to small case in
order for the Church to be right for them.14 I again tip my hat to
the authors for coming up with something so unique, creative, and
crafty as thi s "mythic interpretation" to state and justify their
case . However, it is just the same old issues dressed up in new
garb.
With thi s in mind , let us bri efly examin e eac h of these
keystones:
Principle I: Because we cannot approach a sacred text
with complete neutrality and objectivity, we must recognize
and acknowledge the religious, cullllra/, and intellectual
biases we bring to the text, and we must accord to the
belief-structures of others the same dignity and respect we
reserve for our own. (p. 15)

Based on the overall objective of the book, i.e., to lobby for
changes in the church concerning women, it is apparent that the
authors view the denial of the priesthood to women as a religious,
cultural, or intellectual bias and, further, that those in authority
14 See Allen Bloom's ClOsing of lhe American Mind (New York.: Simon and
1987) for more thorough trea tment of the concept of changing the
absolutes. Bloom feels the only absolute left is tolerance.
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shou ld ri se above these biases to honor and respect these people's
belief·struclure. The authors further base th is on the premise that
because of the man y different viewpo ints in the world (religious,
cu ltural , and intellectual), th e sc riptures can be interpreted in
many ways. In fact, they state that "God's mind and will are not
easy to discern. Genuine revelation is usua ll y paradoxical and
ambiguous and, the refore, susceptible to mult iple interpretations.
Finally, we do not believe God speaks in onl y one voice" (p. 16),
Again, in light of prev ious declarati ons of the authors, it is clear
that they stand agai nst the First Presidency and the Twelve and
particularly against the idea of one prophet on the earth at one
time who ho lds all the priesthood keys and acls as God's vehicle
for divine revelation to the entire Church.

Principle 2. For liS, God's voice is aile of the voices in a
sacred text; when speaking to one, God speaks fo al/
through paradigmatic symbols. (p. 16)
Here, the authors use the exa mple of the temple endowment
and make a brief comparison 10 Masonry. They assert that "in
many ways the endowment was a product of Joseph Smith and the
nineteenth cen tury" (p. 17). Howeve r, though there have been
many attempts to show simi larities between the e ndowment and
Masonry, the authors contend that there is one major difference.
In Masonry, women are not allowed to be part of the ceremony,
whereas in the endowment they are, which demonstrates that, in
thi s instance anyway, the endowmenl was not just a nineteenth·
century production but the "voice of God as well." Interestingly,
in thi s particu lar situation the authors accept the revelation about
th e e ndowment because it argue s the ir position concerning the
equality of women. The assertion here seems to be that there is a
highe r form of divine com municat ion than the sc riptures or the
prophets-that found in symbo ls and myths. And the authors
c laim to have crac ked the code of this type of communication
with the ir " myt hi c inte rpretatio n."
Another interesting note is that some of what the authors
present is good, sound truth . For instance, I have no argument
with the fact that the Lord e mpl oys sy mbo ls in teac hing the gospel
to all, regardless of lime, place, o r culture. Symbols are a beautiful
way to transcend this finite existence. However, the study of
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sy mboli sm in thi s book is just another ploy to justify their
SpeC IOU S reasoning.
Principle 3. Because many different meanings can be
derived f rom a text, reiflterpretation of a text by each
culture and generation is inevitable and desirable. (p. 18)

Kierkegaard 's ex iste ntial maxim, "subjectivity is truth ;
subjectivity is reality," fit s well with this keystone. According to
the authors, "each age (and eac h person) must work through the
lexts [scriptures] for itse lf, revisiti ng the symbols and extracting
from them the riches hidden there ." initiall y. there is nothing to
argue with here-even the authors' example of Joseph Smith
revising the Bible is acceptable. However, the authors aga in
critically declare, "unfortunately the priestly class often sees itself
as guardian of the status quo and refuses to allow for even modest
manifestations of reinterpretation of sacred texts" (p. 18). At this
point, thi s statement seems to cry out with the questions, "Are we
discussing the same church?" "Are they referri ng to the Church
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints?" Never in my experience in
an elders quorum pres idency, as a high counci lor, teacher, or
bishop, have I seen this kind of oppression on any members of the
Church who actively read the sc riptures . In fact, I have seen the
exact opposite to thi s in the continual e ncouragement from all
levels of Church leade rship, male and female, to strive to spend
more time studyi ng the scriptures and to make them an integral
part of our search for solutions to problems and for meaning in
this life. Some of the diligent study of the scriptures will inevitably
lead to reinterpretation and reapplication when they are reread
over and over again. I am left to conclude thaI the authors must be
referring to a falling-out with some leader or General Authority
who tried to address the incorrectly-perceived unfair treatment of
women in the Church (or other unknown issues), but not to the
authors' satisfaction. Be that as it may, it seems the authors would
like to see a change in the way truth is handled. Rather th an
having object ive truths revealed to liv ing oracles by God in a
vertical manner (prophetic reve lation), the authors seem to be
optin g for personal truths found thro ugh individual
reinterpretation of cultural or religious sym bols of sacred tex.ts in
a horizontal manner (personal revelation) . Truth, then, becomes
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subject to whatever self-know ledge the ind ividual attains, and
hence truth becomes subject ive. reality becomes subjective.
Principle 4. Bccolll'e people and cul ture s afe relig iously

similar. it is possible to transcend the bOllndarieJ of lime
and place ill ~'e(lrch for the fl ew meanings of a text;
however, because people and cultures are also dissimilar,
such searching cannot establish a text's historical
meaning. (p. 19)
According to the authors, this keysto ne is the most
conlrQvcrsial of all of them. Women wearing the veil in the temple
endowment are used as an examp le to show that "we may nol
only draw upon that symbol 's uses and associations within the
context of ninctccnth- and twentieth-century Mormonism, but we
may also range across cultural and temporal bou ndaries in search
of interpretat ions of the same and sim ila r sy mbo ls in order to
construct a complete catalogue of possible meanings" (pp. 1920). in other words, it wou ld seem that it is necessary to study the
veil in other cultu res such as in Abraham's time. or perhaps in the
islamic world. in order to understand the meani ng of the veil in
lenns of the temple endowment.
At first glance thi s appears to be a nob le undertaki ng because
there is va lue in studying thi ngs out in the mind and receiving
insight. In facl, many of the revelations Joseph Smith received
were due to his asking quest ions after stru ggl ing wit h issues
inte ll ectual ly. IS Even the Jungian concept of the "Coll ective
Unconsc ious" is di sc ussed, in whic h archetypes ex ist with
universal application, such as the serpent representing good and
evil al the same lime . In my own studies. I have benefited from
so me of these insights to a certain degree and would like to see
mo re articl es and research in th ese area s. However, the
controversial nature of thi s keystone becomes read il y apparent
when the auth ors slate thai " it is sometimes legi timate to go
beyond the worl d view of the culture produci ng a tex t to search
for poss ible mean ings" (p. 2 1). If I understand this co rrectly,
the re wou ld a nd sho uld be con trove rsy in justify ing "going
I S See O&C 8. 9. 76, 77. 138 as good examples of asking questions before
revelation.
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beyond" what the prophets and apost les have clearl y spo ken
concern ing the scriptural bas is for women in rel at ii on to the
Churc h and the priesthood. Somehow the authors see this
keystone as an integra l support to their main argument for women
in the Church holding the priesthood, whereas I see it as the
keystone by which they justify themse lves making a clean break
fro m mainstream Mormonism.
Principle 5. Sacred narrarive and ritual can best be
understood through the lens of a sacral world view. (p .
2 1)

Two general outlooks on the world, the sacral and the secular,
prompt the authors to eloquently state:
The sacra l world is inte rested in the transcendent, the
supernatural , the symbolic meaning of events; the secular
world is interested in the here and now, the physical, and
the natural causes and effects of events. The sac ral society
sees noth in g as happe ning by c hance or acci de nt ; the
secular society believes in the random occurrence of
events. The sacral world is holistic, and all aspects of life
are viewed as connected on a sp iritual continuum ; the
secu lar world is compartmentali zed, and life is seen in
terms of the subject-object dichotomy. The sac ra l world
sees history as recurring cycl ical patterns; the sec ul ar
world sees hi story as linear and often in terms of social
progress. Th e sac ral world is organic; the secular is
mechani stic. The sacral society assumes the re is meaning
inherent in things; the secular society says that meaning is
what we ascribe to a thing. The sacra l society believes in
becoming o ne with God and nature through ritual; the
secular society believes in the control of nature through
technology. (pp. 21-22)
The authors arg ue that each viewpo int has its pOSItive a nd
negative aspects. Neither one shou ld completely replace the other.
Accordingly, sac ral socie ti es tend towa rd s "dog mati sm,
authoritarianism, and denigration of naturalistic experience,"
while those of the secular world "are susceptible to materialism,
superficiality, and alienation" (p. 22). The authors conclude this

266

REVIEW OF BOOKS ONlllE BOOK OF MQRMON6/2 (1994)

sect ion by statin g: "Thou gh Mormonism shares with the sacral
world view the belief in the supernatural and the sacred origin of
humanity, still it views reli gion mostl y from a secular perspective.
as ev idenced by its pragmatic approach to salvat ion, its literal
interpretati on of the sc riptures, and its general aversion to symbols
and ritual" (p. 23). Here, aga in , is a good example of an
irresponsibl e overs implification and a judgme ntal assertion.

Principle 6. From a sacral perspective. one of the
purposes of a sacred text is to connect the nalural and
supernatural worlds; therefore, sacred texts, symbols, and
rituals can .serve as a conduit for actual spiritual power
and as a means of revealing heavenly patternJ. (p. 23)
If rcli gious tex ts (scriptures) are to be unde rstood, the authors
claim, they must be connected to the sac ral world view. Here, the
example of the garment of the holy pri esthood is employed to
show that there are sacral and sec ular interpretations. Accordingly,
from the auth ors' perspective, the sacral meaning of the garment
represents the death of C hri st; we " take upon ourselves Christ's
death. his sacri fice, hi s rightcousness, hi s love" (p . 23) . In the
secul ar view, which is more earthly in its approach, the garment
"sy mbolizes or remi nds us on ly of the need to be modest" (p.
24). Between these two views is the "magic view" which can be
desc ribed as the Mormon tendency to asc ribe some sort of
magica l power to the garment. In any e ve nt , the a uthors'
implication is clear: Mormons cannot see the real sy mbolic value
of the priesthood ga rme nt because Ihey are 100 secular. The sacral
idea, accordi ng to the authors, is " both foreign and obscure" to
Mormoni sm (p. 24).
Principle 7. Ne ither a literal nor a fig urative interpretation
of a text should be favo red; religiouJ textJ are beJt seen
from both perspectives simultan eollsly. (p. 24)

Thi s keystone principle see ms 10 attempt to sq uare the literal
and fi gurative approac hes to interpret ing texts. On the one hand,
if one is too fi gurative, then the text loses applicab ility. If. on the
other hand. as the authors view Mormoni sm. one is too literal in
interpreting lex Is, one becomes imprisoned "in a si ngle, rigid, and
often elitist world view" (p. 25). Furthermore, th e authors
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describe individuals in thi s lite rali st state as being "trapped" in
their own reality, in which they cannot see "beyond" the ir own
"culture or personal experience . . . . Strict literalism closes the
window to the unknown and can lead to the false assumptions that
our pictures, images, or models of God are com plete and fina l.
This view is extre me ly damaging because it forecloses inquiry and
with that further know ledge" (pp. 24-25). The authors th en
promi se to take a more co mpromi sin g and fair approach by
trying to employ both views si multaneously.
Strangers in Paradox could be a great asset to the comparati ve
study of re ligiou s thought if it were not so blatantly biased against
mainstream Mormonism. Some of the ideas presented in these
first two c hapters are quite thought-provoking, as the authors
promised, especially those dealing with the sacred and the profane
(or secular) . Of course, there has been much work done in these
areas by the Romanian-born scholar Mircea Eliade, who has given
insightful informa tion regarding the sacra l view. In fac t, it is from
Eliade's book Th e Sacred and the Profane that the authors glean
much concerning the differences between the sacred and secular.
It wou ld be fasc inating to see a more balanced, objective approac h
to Ihis subject, which could lead to newer ways of looking at
seemingly we ll-worn LOS subjects. However, this book is not the
vehicle for suc h methodological sc holarship. The " mythi c
interpretation" employed here is a grand standing act of sophistry
to undermine the fund amenta l principle of prophetic revelati on.
These first two chapters, in essence, serve to build an alternative
method of attaining truth , higher truth tha n can be ach ieved
through traditional methods. The main premi se that seems to
justify thi s " myt hic inte rpretati on" is that the Brethren are
leading the Church astray.
Before proceeding to the next sect ions of thei r book, the
authors note that " these interp re tiv e principles and th e
assumptions .set fonh in the prev ious chapter have guided us in the
discuss ion s that comprise the balance of thi s book" (p. 26).
Indeed the authors do stay c lose to their intended purposes laid
out in these first two chapters. From this point on, there is noth ing
really new, except some spec ific examples from anc ient Judai sm,
Christianity. and mythology to further suppon the argument for
democratizing the priesthood in the C hurch. However, the ir
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" mythi c in te rpre tation s" do brin g ou t some spec ulati ve
statements, wh ich they use to create interesting new doctrines such
as "Christ's God and fath er is not O UT God and fath er" (p. 64),
the implied wife-swapping of Adam and Christ. and the "mystical
union" between male and female contai ned in a lengthy version
of a new myth (used to express difficult concepts) created by the
authors (pp . 68-70). As will be s hown, their " mythic
inte rpretati on" is equally hard on the Book of Mormon .

Strangers ill Paradox:
Professed Book of Mormon Tenets
The authors have int erpreted the Book of Mormon to
re inforce some of the above-mentioned main prem ises and
assumptions. 1 wou ld like to point out a few areas of the text that
use the Book of Mormon in so mewhat interesting ways, then
briefly discuss the chapter entitl ed "Priesthood in the Book of
Mormon ."
One of the c hapters, alluded to above, contai ns speculations
concern ing Christ as our Heaven ly Fathe r. In this chapter, "Jesus
C hrist and the Mormon Pantheon ," the authors state th at "what
the Book of Mormon proclaims more clearl y than any other book
of sc ripture is that Jes us is our Heaven ly Father " (p. 64).
According to the authors. "in the Book of Mosiah. where Christ is
called ' the Lord , who is the very Ete rnal Father' ( 16: 15). we are
presented wit h the prophet Abinadi, who was slain for teaching
th at 'Chri st was the God, the Father of all things' (7:27}." One of
the most sacred chapters related to the mysteries of godl iness is
Mosiah 15. where Abinad i says in verses 1- 3 that:
God himself shall come down a mong the c hildre n of men,
and redeem hi s peopl e. And because he dwelleth in fl esh
he shall be ca lled the Son of God, and having subjected
the fl esh to the will of the Father. being the Father and the
Son- The Father, because he was conceived by the power
of God; and the Son, because of the fl esh; thus becoming
the Father and the Son.
Commenting on these verses, the aut hors state that "th is
means that the being worshipped as God the Father condescended
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to manifest himself in the form of a human being and became a
son in order to make himself accessible to us" (pp. 63_64).16 In
addition to thi s, the authors cite the experience of the brother of
Jared seeing the Lord in Ether 3, concludi ng that because Christ
says " body of my spirit" instead of "spirit body" in verse 16,
the Sav io r "was a deity who had been resurrected, perhaps man y
times" (p. 65). These " mythic interpretati ons" are considered by
the authors to be "specu lati ve theology" which purports " not to
creale a new gospel or a new church but to move us more deeply
into our religion and he lp us find hidden treasures of spiritual
truth . Seen thi s way specu lative theology is a process of
myth making or myth interpretation" (p. 68).
In my view, the authors are trifling with sacred things (D&C
6: 12) . So me thing s cannot and sho uld nOI be publicly
proc laimed. The truth or error of what they are say ing may be less
important than the fact that they are encouraging the sharing of
pri vate ly and sacredl y received knowled ge in a much too
indiscreet way. I have remarked elsewhere on the differences
between mysteries and the mysteries of godliness; 17 however, it is
important to note that the authors, by their own admi ss ion, are
delving into mysteries by employing the term specu lativ e to
describe th eir discussions. They are not enlightening us o n the
sacred mysteries of godlin ess. The my steries have no bearing on
our eternal exaltation; the mysteries of godliness are absolutely
essential to know . Our salvation is not something that speculative
reasoning can secure ; exaltation is determined through continued

16 In Abraham 3:27, the Lord said "Whom shall [ send? And one answered
like unto the Son of Man: Here am I, send me. And another answe red and said:
Here am I, send me. And the Lord said: I will send the first." According to the
authors, or perhaps the "mythic interpretation," Christ asks the question "Whom
shall [ send?" Michael responds "here am I, send me." and Lucifer responds " he re
am I. send me," and the Savior says " I will send the first." Of course this is very
different than the traditionally accepted version. where the Father. Son, and
Lucife r arc the key part icipants involved in the act of the Father appointing
Cllrist as the Redeemer. Ilowever, the authors conclude that this was nOI a
meeting to appoin t a Savior, but someone to be an Adam- hence, in this
instance, Michael.
17 See my review of The Book oj Mormon: Alma, The Testimony oj the
Word in Review oj Boob on the Book oj Mormon 5 (1993): 2(JO...-201.
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ri ghteousness (i ncludin g obed ience to prophetic revelation) and
personal revelation.
I do agree with the au th ors that it is imperati ve to know who
ou r Eternal Fathe r is. However, aga in , their " mythic
interpretations" seem to cloud an othe rwi se ve ry clear issue.
There are two other important works that we can consu lt to help us
see how Christ is OUf Heavenly Father in addi tion to our having a
Father of our spirits. The first is The Promised Messiah . by Elder
Bruce R. McConkie. and the second is a 1916 statement entitled
"The Father and The Son: A Doctrinal Exposition by The First
Presidency and Th e Twelve."18 Neither of these is given any
cons ide ration by the authors in their book (understandably so,
since they reject the idea of prophetic cou nsel), yet both these
so urces interpret ma ny of the same verses in the Book of
Mormon.
Concern in g the doctrine of adoption, Elder McConkie makes
it clear that because we have been estranged from the fami ly of
Elohim throu g h the medium of th e fall. th ere must be a
reclai ming process called the atonement. This aids those who are
worthy to become at one agai n with the Eterna l Father of our
spiri ts. However, thi s atonement is made operative only through
the mediation of Jesus Christ. By bei ng born again ~ nd spiritually
changed, we become the sons and daug hters of Christ. Elder
McConkie states that " in setti ng fort h that all men must be born
agai n to gain salvat ion. we have seen that this means they must be
'born of God, changed fro m the ir carnal and fallen state, to a state
of righteousness, bei ng redeemed of God, becom ing his sons and
daugh ters' (Mosiah 27:25). Whose sons and whose daughters do
we become when we are born again? Who is our new Father? The
answer is, Ch rist is o ur Fath er; we become his ch ildren by
adoption; he makes us members of his famil y."!9 Through
continued obed ie nce to the law of Christ, we can become "heirs
of God, and joi nt-he irs with Chri st" (Romans 8: 17) and ultimately
be adopted back into the family of the Fathe r (o f our spirits).
E lder McConkie declares:
18 Bruce R. McConkie. The Promised Mj'ssiah (Salt Lake City: Desertt
Book. 1978): and for the 1916 statement see James E. Talmage. Arlie/es of Failh
(SaIl Lake City: Deserel Book. 1899).470-71.
19 McConkie. The Promised Messiah. 352.
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It is perfectly clear that faithful saints become the sons and
daughters of Jesus Chri st by adoption. But there is more
than this to the doc trine of becoming sons of God. Those
who so obtain are adopted also into the family of Elohim .
. . . The reasoning is perfect. The Father had a Son, a
natura l Son, hi s own literal seed, the Offspring of hi s
body. This Son is his heir. As an heir he inherits all things
from his Father-all power, all might, a ll dominio n, the
world, the universe. kingship, eternal exaltation, all things.
But our revelations speak of men being exalted also and
of their ascending the throne of eternal power. How is it
done? ... They are adopted into the fa mily of the Father.
They become j oint-heirs with his natural Son . ... Thi s
means that through the infinite and eternal atonement,
those who are true and faithful on all the end less creations
of Christ are adopted into the family of the Father as heirs,
as joi nt -heirs, who will with him receive, inherit , a nd
possess aillhat the Father halh. 2o

In 1916, the First Presidency and the Twelve gave a definitive
stateme nt regarding Ch rist as being the Father in three spec ifi c
ways:
I . 'Father' as Creator (of the heavens and the earth).
2. Jesus Chri st the 'Father' of Those Who Abide in Hi s
Gospel (meaning those who take upo n themselves the
name of Christ and are adopted into hi s family through
the atonement).
3. Jesus Christ the 'Father' by Di vi ne In vestiture of
Authorit y (meaning that the Father has authorized his Son
to speak on His behalf in the first person, as if he were the
Father).21
It can be seen from this that there is much more to the
doctrine of C hri st as our Father than what the authors are willing
to discuss. In fact, by excluding these interpretations the authors
indicate e ither the ir variance with the Brethren or a grandstanding
display of arrogance, or perhaps both .
20 Ibid .. 354-57.

21 Talmage, Anicles of Failh. 465 - 73.
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Another example of the authors us ing the Book of Mormon
to just ify unorthodox doctrines is found in the chapler "Bringing
Good out of Ev il." The aut hors cite 2 Neph i 2: 11 and surmise
thai "the potenti al for evil in God means the (that?J God could
'cease to be God' " (p. Il l ). Deali ng with the problem of evil is
at best a theo logical nightmare, especiall y in relation to God. Here
the authors correctly state God's fini te or temporal nature instead
of the Augustin ian view that he is absolute and not able to relate to
his chi ld re n. However. it is difficuh to ascertain whether God
c hooses not to do ev il, as the authors suggest, o r whether evil is not
in God's nature because he enjoys a fu lness of tru th, j ustice,
righteousness, power, etc. It is the authors' contenti on that both
human beings and God are able to c hoose good or evi l, that evil is
an inherent part of our soul, and that the whole purpose of evil is
to brin g good ou t of the evi l. Enjoyable as this discuss ion was at
the beginning of the chapter, the authors finally concl ude that
human bei ngs a re "spi ritu all y defic ie nt " and in need of a
"sp ir itu al tra nsformat ion," de mo nstrat in g that redemption
represents "receiving God's spirit" (true up to th is point), but it is
"not a matter of legislat ion, moral exhonations, proper examples,
ru les, regul atio ns, and good educati on" (p. 11 4) . These, of
course, are among the vcry th ings that have been taught by the
Breth ren and the standard works wh ich wi ll enable one to receive
the spirit. I believe the authors are here incorrect ly employing the
Book of Mormon to espouse and justify their unfounded, albeit
somew hat interesting, assumptions about some of these doctrines
and Ch urch leadership generally.
One of the more fa miliar ph rases in the Book of Mormon that
the authors use to validate their be lief that the Church is off course
is contained in 2 Nephi 28:2 1. The authors declare, "The Book of
Mormon repeatedly warns that we should not think that 'all is well
in Z ion '" (p. 209). The chapter "Wome n, Ordination, and
Hierarchy" is based on the assumption, extrapolated from this
verse, that since the Church is not "well ," the only way to secure a
c hange of policy is to lobby for it. Implicit ly, anyway. it seems
that this can be accompli shed through protestation by members of
the Church. In one place, the authors quote from Elder Boyd K.
Packer's anicle in the July 1989 Ensign, "A Tri bute to Women"
Elde r Packer made it clear thai "from the begin nin g the
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priesthood has been conferred only upon men. It is always
described in the scriptures as coming through the lineage of the
fathers." Commenting on thi s, the authors state that "Elder
Packer is correct in part" and then proceed to explain that the
scriptures referring to the priesthood can be reexam ined without a
"domi nant male orientation" (p. 211) in order to find equal
treatment of women. Members of the Ch urch are accused of
looking at the leaders as perfect and of blindly following their
misguided counsel. However, the authors never concede that most
members put their faith and trust in the leadership of the Church
because these men have been called of God to serve in these
capacities in spite of their weaknesses. True discipleship. in this
sense, emerges through a patient, forgiving. and sometimes
restrained approach to following our leaders in their weaknesses
without a judgmental and critical voice.
h is interesting that thi s entire chapter of almost twelve pages
is built on the assumption that the Brethren are leading us astray.
and this concept is drawn from the Book of Mormon phrase "all
is well in Zion." If we look at the verse in its entirety, we find that
there is more to it than what the authors assume. 2 Nephi 28:21
reads. "A nd others will he pacify. and lull them into carnal
security. that they will say: All is well in Zio n; yea, Zion
prospereth. all is well- and thus the Devil cheateth their souls, and
leadeth them away carefully down to hell. " Perhaps I am falling
into the literalist trap the authors warned about in principle 7
above, but it seems that with the words "carnal security" and
"prospereth" used in the verse that there is a direci warning
against materialism in the Church. Perhaps the authors view the
Brethren as corporate executives rather than prophets. I believe
Doctrine and Covenants I :30 indicates that the Lord is "well
pleased" with the "ch urch collect ively" (meaning the Brethren
and faithful followers generall y) and "nol indi vidually."
However. one of the most common warn in gs in the Book of
Mormon concerns wealth and pride. which finally contributed to
the downfall of the Nephile civili zation. Here (h e Book of
Mannon warns us to beware of gell ing too comfortable with our
money and materials. Neither this verse (nor any other I know of)
makes any reference to our becom ing 100 comfortab le with (he
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traditional relat ionship of women to the priesthood, as the authors
suggest.
Finally. in the c hapter " Priesthood in the Book of Mormon"
the authors aga in make some ve ry unorthodox assumptions to
de monstrate that the Brethre n are out of harmony with the Lord.
In fact, in almost ailihe instances in whic h the Book of Monnon is
quoted , it is to support some assumpti on that casts mainSiream
Mormoni sm in a bad li ght. Thi s is unfortunate , becau se as
previou sly slated, thi s book does demo nstrate inte ll igence,
creati vity, and thought-provoking stimul us. However, it is too
marred by an ex tre me bias against the Bre thren and those who
follow them, which makes an objecti ve reading of the book almost
impossible.
The main thes is of the c hapter "Priesthood and the Book of
Mormon " is twofold and is drawn from Alma 13. First, the
authors argue that there is a "holy calling," referred to in verse 3,
which entitles one (male or fe male) to preach the gospel wi thout
ordin ation thro ugh the spirit of God; and seco nd , that the "holy
ordinance" referred to in verse 8 is comparable to the laying on
of hand s by one who is in authority. A few statements from the
authors wi ll illustrate the "my thic interpretation" of these two
Book of Mormon priesthood concepts:
The "holy callin g" to priesthood referred to by the Book
of Mormon appears to be unmediated ; it comes direct ly
from God without the intercession of any human agency.
(p. 155)
The Book of Mo rmon te lls of priesthood figu res ca lled to
preach re pentance and the gos pe l by God without
ordin at ion: Le hi ( I Neph i 1: 18-20) , Nephi (1 Nephi
17:48- 54), Alma the Elder (Mos iah 18: 13), Abinadi
(M osiah 11 :20 ; 12: 1-2), and Sa mue l the Lamanite
(He lam an 13:5. 7) . Nephi and Alma the Elde r not only
received unmediated callings but relied o n these callings
to perform gospel o rdin ances, including o rda in ing others
to the priesthood (2 Nephi 5:26, Alma 18: 18). (p. 155)
The conversio n of Alma the Younger is the most detailed
Book of Mormon sto ry about an ind iv idua l receiving an
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unmediated calling to preach . . . . That Alma rests his
auth ority to preach and teac h upon thi s unmediated
callin g is clear: "For I am called to speak aft er thi s
manner according to the holy order of God, which is in
Chri st Jesus" (Alma 5:44) .... Alma rests his authority to
preach th e gospel upon hi s vision. The text mentions
nothing abou t an ordinati on. (p. 156)
The "holy ordinance" involves at least a designation or
appointment through the mediation of a human
intercessor and perhaps the laying on of hands. (p. 156)
The text presents the holy calling as coming before the
ordin ation: "Thus being called by this holy calling , and
ordained unto the hi gh priesthood of the hol y order of
God" (A lma 5:6). Alma the Younger relies upon hi s holy
calling to preach and upon his fath er's act of consecration
to preside. (p. 156)
The callin g co mm g from God without med iati on
establi shes the relationship between the called indi vidual
and God, and for this reason we believe this calling is the
most important feature of priesthood conferral. (p. 157)
Apparently if thi s callin g comes to those li ving within an
already ex ist in g authorized church structure, the calling
empowers indiv idual s only to preach repentance and teach
the gospel. (pp. 157- 58)
If the calling comes to one li vin g outside such a church
structure, it seems to carry as we ll authority to baptize, to
ord ain, and even to organize a churc h. (p. 158)
These Book of Mormon teachi ngs on priesthood ha ve
significan t implications for the modern church. First, it
seems to us that the Book of Mormon advances two types
of priesthood authority. The most famili ar one is
ecclesiast ical, the auth ority to preside in a church office.
The other is charismatic or spi ritual authority. (pp. 15859)
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These two authoriti es have different purposes. Charismatic
authorit y (or inward priesthood, as we have ca lled it
previous ly) comes by the " holy call in g" and is the heart
of the priesthood.
Thi s a uth ority is attended to by
prophecy, healin gs. tongues, a nd othe r chari smatic
gift s. .
Ecclesiastical authority (or outward priesthood)
co mes by a holy ordin ance and exists to develop,
mai ntain , and protect the church, to promote the teachings
of C hri st, to perform the ordinan ces of the gospe l. (p .
159)
Ideall y these authorities should ex:ist in each priest. ...
The c hari smatic is endowed with spiritual gifts: insight,
knowledge, truth, the power to teac h and convince. The
eccles iastic is e ndowed with the resources and corporate
power of the churc h and the responsibility to watch over
the com mun ity. (p. 159)
Mormonism began wit h a short charis matic periodmarked by institutional chaos and doctrinal ferment. Since
then ecclesiastical authority has predominated with its
conce rn for in stituti onal orde r. fi scal stabi lity, doctrinal
simplicity, categorical morality, and public image. (p.
159)
Th e ex.istence of a chari smatic priesthood au thority
transmitted directly to ind iv iduals by supernatural means
has important impli cations for women, who traditionally
have been ex.c1 uded from ordination into priestly orders.
(p. 160)
To receive the priesthood in the modern chu rch is not to
be empowered in any real sense. It sign ifies only that one
has been deemed qualified to serve if and whe n he is set
apart to a church office. What thi s means is that the
authority to act for God is never vested in individuals. It is
always retained by the in st itut iona l stru cture. Thu s
instituti onal perceptions rather than spiritual gifts drive the
c hurch. (p. 162)

TOSCANO. STRANGERS IN PARADOX (HAUGLlD)

277

The Book of Mormon clearly leaves open the possibility
that individuals called of God but not necessarily ordained
or acknowledged by the institution might arise and
reprove the wayward organ ization. (p. 163)
The equal ity of the Book of Mormon is personal and
volu ntary. People are admonished to esteem others as
themselves, to freely give as they wou ld free ly receive, to
relate to others as loved ones. (p. 164)
Every bishop and stake president and apostle shou ld
esteem every other person as if he or she were called to a
like calling. We beli eve it means that no priesthood leader
should hear a confess ion of sins unless he is willing to
confess his sins to the person whose confession he is about
to hear. (p. 165)
It is hoped that this chronological presentation of the authors'
remarks from this chapter will demonstrate how the authors
carefu lly move from defini ng priesthood in the Book of Mormon
to proving the lack of a spiritual priesthood authority in the
modern Chu rch. Though the Book of Mormon, by itself, could be
interpreted by some as not emphasizing the laying on of hands, it
is neverthe less an erroneous concl usion when taken into
cons iderat ion wit h the other standard works, particularly the
Doctrine and Covenants. and with the statements of some of the
Brethren (if accepted) . For instance, in Doctrine and Covenants
42:11 we read, "Again I say unto you, that it shall not be given to
anyone to go forth to preach my gospel, or to build up my
church. except he be ordai ned by some one who has authority,
and it is known to the church that he has authority and has been
regularly ordai ned by the heads of the church." However, in
cont radicti on to this verse, the authors argue that the "holy
call ing" referred to in Alma 13 is an unmediated call, which gives
one the authority to preach, teach, and in some in stances baptize
and perform other ordinances. Elder Bruce R. McConkie has
written a main stream interpretive commentary on being called to
the priesthood and receiving the laying on of hands:

To be called of God by prophecy means to be called by
the spirit of inspiration. It means that the one making the
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call has the gift of prophecy, which is the testimony of
Jesus .... In other words, the call comes from the Lord, by
the mouth of his servant, as that servant is moved upo n by
the spirit .... The Lord 's house is a house of order. 22

To be called by the laying on of hands of those who are in
autho rity means that more than one person approves the
call and that the Lord 's sc rva n ts ~ fo rma ll y, offic ia lly, and
by the pe rformance of an o rdinance---convey the power
and authority needed to do the ministeri al work involved.
Men who desi re to serve God are not left free to assume,
because of some inner feeling, that t he Lord wants the m to
labor in hi s vineyard. They mu st receive a forma l call
from a legal admin istrator, and they must fee l the hands of
th e Lo rd 's servant s on the ir heads as the word s of
ordinati on or conferral or autho ri zati on are spoken . The
Lord 's house is a house of order. 23
Elder McConk ie states that " me n who des ire to serve God are
not le ft to assu me, becau se of so me inner feeling, that the Lord
wants the m to labor in his vi neyard. " Thi s state ment, of course,
d iametricall y o pposes the argument the authors are putt ing forth,
that a man or (by implication) a woman can receive priesthood
a utho rity by way of this " ho ly callin g" based on an inner
fee ling. The authors' use of the Book of Mormon in bringing out
th ese " mythic inte rpretati ons" re min ds me of the caution in
A lma 41 : I , wherein Alma the Yo unger counsels Corianlon that
"some have wrested the scriptures, and have gone far astray."
The autho rs indi cate that they have found justifi cation for an
offi cia l, unmed iated priesthood in the Book of Mormon, when in
rea lity a ll that has occurred is that the authors again ex pose their
ow n biases aga inst the Brethren and the church generall y by
attemptin g to d iscredi t and di sprove th e valid it y of the true
priesthood. In essence the authors have "wrested" Alma 13 and
other Book of Mormon verses and have removed the mselves "far
astray" from the true intentions of those verses, when seen in light

22 Bruce R. McConkie. A New Witne.fs for the Articles of ""aith, (Salt Lake
City: Dcscret Book, 1985),323-24; emphasis added .
23 Ibid .. 324.
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of other sc riplUres and the coun se l of the Brethren (w hich they
will not accept).24

Conclusions
Strangers in Paradox represent s what happens when a
principle of the gospel is laken beyond it s borders to an extreme
at the expense of other sometimes more important principles. One
ultimately loses perspective and balance and begins to look at
almost everything through a lens of limited vision . lntolerance of
others and an almost obsess ive desire to convert others to their
way of thinking is characteristic of such individuals. Thi s volume
is replete with instances demonstrating an unbalanced perspective
concerning the equality of women in the Church and their right to
receive the priesthood. And, of course, the authors attack the
Brethren as those who are respons ible for denying this equality
(never considering that it is the Lord's will). Though the authors
are eloquent in their presentation to show the Church is off course,
they only succeed in demonstrating that the y have removed
themselves far from the mainstream.
In conclusion, a few quotes from some of the Brethren wi ll
illustrate the danger of adhering 100 fanatically to anyone gospel
principle. Anyone desiri ng to read Stran gers in Paradox should
keep the foll ow ing six poi nts in mind .
President Joseph F. Smith sa id:

We frequently look about us and see people who incline to
ex tremes, who are fanatical. We may be sure that this class
of people do not understand the gos pel. They have
forgotten, if they ever knew, that it is very unwise to take a
fragment of truth and treat it as if it were the whole
thing.2 s
President Sm ith also taught:
24 For an e;llcellent trealme nt of Alma 13 and its leachings on priesthood,
see Robert L Millet, "The Holy Order of God." in The Book of Mormon : Alma,
Tilt Twimony of the Word, ed. Monte S. Nyman and Charles D. Tale, lr. (Sa il
Lake CiIY: Bookcraft. 1992),61-88.
25 Joseph F. Smith. Gospel Doctrine. 51h cd. (Sail Lake City: Deseret
Book. (939). 122.
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Brethren and siste rs, don't have hobbies. Ho bbies are
dangerous in the Church of C hri st. They are dangerous
because they give undue prominence to certain principles
or ideas to the detriment and dwarfing of others j ust as
important, just as binding, just as sav ing as the favored
doctrines or commandments.
We have noticed thi s
difficulty : that Sai nts with hobbies arc prone to judge and
condemn their breth ren and sisters who arc not so zealous
in the one particul ar direction of their pel theory as they
are. 26

Elde r Bruce R. McConkie has written :
It is

my experience that people who ride gospel
hobb ies, who try to qualify themse lves as experts in some
specialized fi eld , who try to make the whole plan of
sa lvat ion revolve around some field of particu lar interest
to the m- it is my experience that such persons are usually
spiritually immature and spiritually unstable. Thi s includes
those who devote themse lves-as thou gh by divine
appoin tment-to setting forth the signs of the times; or to
expounding about the Second Com in g; or, to a faddi st
inte rpretati on of the Word of Wisdom; or, to a twi sted
e mphasis on te mple work or any ot he r doctrine or
practice. The Jews of Jes us' day made themse lves
hobbyists and extremi sts in the field of Sabbath
observance, and it colored and blackened their whole way
of worship. We wou ld do we ll to have a sane, rounded, and
balanced approach to the whole gospel and all of its
doctrines .27

Those who persist in an unbalanced approach to the gospel
will inevitably fi nd themselves at odd s with the Church leaders.
Pre sident Joseph F. Smith said:
No man possessing a correct understanding of the spirit of
the gospel and of the authority and law of the Holy
26 Ibid., 116- t7.
27 Doctrines of the Res/ora/ion, ed. Mark L. McConkie (SaIl Lake City:
Bookcrafl, 1989), 232.
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Priesthood will attempt for one moment to run before hi s
file leader or to do anything that is not in strict harmony
with hi s wish and the authority that belongs to him. The
moment a man in a subordinate position begins to usurp
the authority of hi s leader. that moment he is out of hi s
place, and proves by his condu ct that he does not
comprehend his duty, that he is not actin g in the line of
hi s call ing, and is a dangerous character.28
The "myt hi c interpretive" method employed by the aut hors
is a sophi sticated approach at mixing the philosophies of men with
the scriptures. Concerning this President Ezra Taft Benson has
said:
Nominal Ch ristianity outside the restored ch urch stands as
an evidence th at th e blend between worldly philosophy
and revealed truth leads to impotence. 29
Finally, I include one of the best statements I know of on
women and the priesthood, according to Elder James E. Tal mage:
In the restored Church of Jesus Christ, the Holy Priesthood
is conferred, as an indi vidual bestowal, upon men only ,
and this in accordance with Divine requirement. It is not
given to woman to exercise the authority of the Priesthood
independently; nevertheless, in the sacred e ndow ment s
assoc iated with the ordinances pertaining to the House of
the Lord, woman shares with man the blessings of the
priesthood. When the frailties and imperfections of
mortality are left be hind, in the glorifi ed state of the
blessed hereafter. husband and wife will administer in their
respective stations, seei ng and understanding ali ke, and cooperat ing to the full in the governmenl of their family
kingdom. Then shall woman be recom pensed in rich
measure for all the injustice that womanhood has endured
in mortality. Then shall woman reign by Divine right, a
queen in the resplendent realm of her glorified state, even
28 Smith. Gospel Doctrine, 185.
29 Ezra Taft Benson. Charge to Religious EdUC(l/ors.
Church

2d. ed. (Salt Lake City:
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saiints, 1982).50-51.
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as exalted man shall stund, priest and king unto the Mosl

High God. Mo rtal eye cannot see nor mind comprehend
the beauty, g lory, and majesty of a righteous woman made
perfect in the celestial kingdom of God .3 o
In sum , th is book. though promising in its subject, is far from
be ing a balanced approach to LOS theology. Its intelligent,
creat i ve, a nd we ll -written st y le is dim ini shed by a lack of
ad herence to a sensible and reasonable objecti vity. This book was
a d isappoint ment because the authors are capable of making a real
cont ri butio n to LDS theo logy. In stead, the ass umptions and
pre mi ses prese nt ed in the in trod uc ti o n a nd in the fi rst two
chaple rs, as d iscussed above. c learl y illu strate the ir one-sided
tirade against ma instream Mormoni sm and particul arly against the
leaders of the C hurch . All of the chapters fo llow suit in one way
or another to support these premises in order to argue fo r changes
in how the C hurch views women and the priesthood. The chapter
on the Book of Mormo n is no d iffere nt. except that its message
about priesthOod is t wisted to fit the auth ors' views to free them
f rom acco un tab ilit y to m a in strea m pri es th ood aut hority.
T herefore, Strangers in Paradox, rather than being a useful tool to
ex pl ore LOS theology, becomes par excellence an ex pos ition of
the autho rs' self·c reated pa radoxes in an attempt to ju stify an
untenab le position.

30 James E. Talmage. ''The Eternity of Sex," Young Woman's Journal 25
(October (914), 602-3 as found in The Words of Joseph Smith. compo and ed.
Andrew F. Ehal and Lyndon W. Cook (Salt Lake City: Pubtisher's Press. 1980).
137 11. 4.

O. Kendall White, Jr., Mormon Neo-Orthodoxy: A
Crisis Theology. Salt Lake City: Signature Books,
1987. xxv + 196 pp. $11.95.

A Mormon Neo-Orthodoxy Challenges
Cultural Mormon Neglect of the
Book of Mormon: Some Reflections
on the "Impact of Modernity"
Reviewed by Louis Midgley
I am particularly interested in the impact of
"modernity"- the challenge to religion posed by
secu larization .
O. Kendall White, 1r.1
Pre viously in this venue books dealing with the Book of
Mormon have received detailed attention, as have books in which
the Book of Mormon has received sustained or at least modestly
significant treatmenl. Obviously there is a large literature on
Mormon things , both scholarly and unscholarly, which neglects or
barely mentions the Book of Mormon. Some of what appears in
this genre deserves thoughtful attention precisely because it does
not take seriously the Book of Mormon. Kendall White's Mormon
Neo-Orthodoxy is a fine example of such a book. Hence, with thi s
essay I inaugurate a new type of review- the detailed, critical
assessment of books that display a serious impediment to the
understanding of Mannon things because they are silent about the
Book of Mormon, or brush it aside, or ignore the competent
literature dealing with it.

I O. Kendall White. Jr., Mormon Neo-Orthodoxy : A Crisis Theology (Salt
Lake City: Signature Books, 1987). xxii. Hereafter references to this book will
be parenthetical.
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A " New" Account?
In 1987 Signature Books described Mormon Neo-Orthodoxy,
some promotio nal hype, as an "exi ling new book" (back
cover). It was, however, even then not "new." It was, instead, a
sli ghtly updated rehash of a Un iversity of Utah master's thesLs that
was completed in 1967. 2 So it turns out that Whi te's book-in
1970 it was announced as "forthcoming" from the University of
Utah Press 3-is not new, but its contents can be traced back to
1967.
In addition. core portions of White's thesis were publi shed
betwee n 1969 and 1971. 4 So there is li tt le not prev iously
accessible to interested scholars in Mormon Neo-Orthodoxy.5 But
where the thesis and the essays drawn from it have enjoyed a
decent obscurity, since S ignature Books published it as a book in
In

2 O. Kendall Whi te, Jr., 'The Social Psychological Basis of Mormon NewOrthodoxy" (master's thesis, Sociology Department, University of Utah, June
1967).
3 For the announcement "of his forthcoming book ... to be published by
the University of Utah Press," see O. Kendal! White, Jr., "The T ransformation of
Mormon Theology:' Dialogue 5/2 (Summer 1970): 9, headnote. For reasons that
are not clear the University of Utah Press backed away from publishing White's
master's thesis.
4 O. Kendall White, Jr., '"Mormonism-A Nineteenth Century Heresy,"
Journal of Religious Thought 2611 (Spring-Summer 1969): 44--55 (cf. chapter 3
of Mormon Neo-Orthodoxy, 57ff., and his master's thcsis, 8411".); While, '!be
Transformation of Mormon Theology," 9-27 (cf. chapler 2 of Mormon Nto,
Orthodoxy, and his master's thesis, 431f.); White, "A Reply to Critics of the
Mormon Nco-Orthodoxy Hypothesis," Dialogue 6f1 (Spring 1971): 97-100;
and White, "Mormon Nco-Ort hodox Theology," Journal of Religious Tlwuglr1
28J I (Autumn-Winter 1971): 119-31 (cf. chapter 4 of Mormon Neo-Orthodoxy,
and his master's thesis, 1211f.).
5 When White's 1967 master's thesis was eventually published as Mormon
Neo-Orthodoxy in 1987, some cosmetic changes were madc in the text,
including the substitution of alte rnative phrasing, the removal of some genderspecific language, the addi"tion of a preface and a few pages to provide an
introouction, to call anention to a few writers like Paul Toscano, and to conclude
the book, but there is lillIe to suggest that White revised or modified (with one
exception, which I will take up later) the opinions he expressed in 1967.
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1987 and promoted it as an exiting new study,6 it has drawn some
attention in Mormon studies.
One of the more glarin g deficiencies in Kendall White 's
earliest work on Mormonism and also in Mormon Neo-Orthodoxy
stems from hi s indifference to the Book of Mormon and its place
in the life of Latter-day Saints. To see why White brushes aside the
Book of Mormon, it is necessary to understand what he is
attempting to do in hi s book.

Modernity and "The Challenge to Religion"
The following passages provide an outline of his argument in
his own words. His underl ying assumption is that reli gio n ~fa it h
in God-is challenged by modernity. Thi s is hardly a new idea.
He also assumes that believers ought to reach an accommodati on
with modernity by adopting it s assumptions and reflectin g its
values. Given these assumptions, the foll owing passages ex press
his understanding of what has been tak ing place within the
Mormon academic community since World War II:
Emerging from the optimism of the nineteenth century,
Mormoni sm . . . was likewi se forced to negotiate the
traumas of modernity, effecting a unique synthesis of
American religious and secular culture. (p. xiv)
As a pluralistic metaphysics became the philosophical
foundation of Mormon doctrine, the concepts of human
nature and salvation contained in the Book of Mormon
disappeared from traditional Mormon theology. (p. 140)
Suggestions of a Mormon neo-orthodoxy do not imply a
return to the early theology of Joseph Smith , though I
believe a case can be made for so me tenets of neoorthodoxy Ibeing presentJ in both the Book of Mormon

6 White' s book was advertised by Signature Books as "the decade's most
imponant new book" on what was desc ri bed as "Lauer-day Saint theology"
(quoted from the cover o f Mormon Neo -Orthodoxy).
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and Smith's earliest theo logy, but rather a paralle l with
developments within Protestanti sm.?

Like these Protestant movements, Mormon neo~orthodoxy
is a response to th e experience of " modernity"-the
seculari zation of soc iety and culture. (p. xi)

In response to sec ulari zation , Mormon neo-orth odox
theolog ian s have embraced some fund amental doctrines
of Protestant neo-orthodoxy.
. These doctrines typically
refl ected the sensations ex perienced durin g neo-orth odox
crisis with liberalism and modernity. (pp. 159-60)
In both the Protest ant and Mormon cases, libera l
theolog ies ce lebratin g the "p rogre ss" entai led in the
adve nt of modernity were jett iso ned for theolog ies
e mphasizin g human limitation s and proc laiming greater
dependence on supernatural de ity.S
White seems to be aware that both the Book of Mormon and
the other earl y revelations to Joseph Smith provide the content for
muc h of what he labels pejorative ly as " Mormon neoorthodox y." He claims, however, that the teach ings found in the
Book of Mormon and those earl y teachin gs of Joseph Smith were
jettisoned (his word) as "traditional Mormonism" was modified
by Latter-day Sai nt " theo logians" to c raft an acco mmodati on
with the secul arizing forces of modemity . It may come as a shock
to LaUer-day Saints to discover that the Book of Mormon has
played virtually no rol e in their faith sub seq uent to an
accommodation w ith mode rnit y reac hed by Morm on
"t heo logians," but White flatl y den ies that " traditional
Mormonism," as he unde rstands such things, rests on or reflects
the teachings found in the Book of Mormon .
For White, in order for Mormon " theologian s" to reach this
accommodation wit h modern ity, faith in man- in the essential
goodness of man , whatever that might mean- had to replace the
7 O. Kendall White, Jr.. "Reflections on Mormon Neo-OrthodOJlY" (paper
read to the Religious Research Association, Salt Lake City. Utah. October
19891' I.
Ibid., 2.
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notion s of sin and dependence upon deity that are found in the
Book of Mormon and in the early revelations to Joseph Smith .
But, according to White. a c ultural or socia l crisis has
unfortu nately caused a movement , which he label s "Mormon
neo-orthodoxy ," th at rejects "faith in man ." White desc ribes Ihi s
retrograde movement as politically conservati ve. authoritarian,
anti-intellectual, and out of harmony with the latest fashions found
in the secular culture ; it is also presu mably a turnin g away from
"trad itional Mormon ism. "

White and Brooke
When Mormon Neo-Orthodoxy has gotten attention, its
influence has been rather noxiou s. For exampl e. drawin g upon
White's book, Professor John L. Brooke, a non-Mormon historian
at Tufts University, argues that "i n the last three decades a body
of Mormon thinkers have been pressin g for greater change in
Mormon doctrine. Th ough there are variations on the theme, the
centra l tenet of these 'neo-ort hodox' or 'redemptionist'
Mormons is the rejection of the traditi onal optimi st ic view of
human nature. "9 Pres umabl y these "nco-o rthodox" Latter-day
Saints are striving to move the Church back to the teachings found
in the Book of Mormon and early re velations, and hence away
from what Brooke describes, following White, as the "traditional
optimistic view of human nature,"IO and at the same time away
from what he considers the occult, hermetic, magical core of
Mormoni sm.
Brooke also holds that "neo-orthodox" Mormon theologians
want to reemphasize the Fall of Adam and at least a variant
of the theme of original sin , sin from which only Christ's
atoneme nt and God's grace can save humanity, rather
than mere works. In ' making a case for grace,' the ' neoorthodox' . . . st re ss . . . 'redemption ' and spiritual
transformation, the new birth of s inful humanity,
9 John L. Brooke. Tire Refiner's Fire: Tire Ma king of Mormon Cosmology,
J644-1844 (New York: Cambridge Unive rsity Press. 1994).296.
10 And also away from what Brooke considers. following D. Michael
Quinn's speculation and Mark Hofmann's forgeries. the oeeult. hermetic
:lUbstance of the post-1832 teachings of Joseph Smith. Ibid .. 300--301. 304- 5.

288

REvIEW OF BOOKS ON m E BOOK OF MORMON 6/2 (1994)

promi sing salvation rather than merit-based exaltation in
the ce lestial kingdom. Clearly, this pos ition builds on the
developments of the last century, particu larl y the church's
reemphasis o n th e atonement. In additio n, the 'neoorthodox.' are able to press their argument by using texts
fro m the Book of Mormon and Joseph S mith 's earliest
revelations, while ignoring the doctrine developed in the
lale 18305 and al Nauvoo. ll
Brooke supports thi s and other similar and related opining by
citing Mormon Neo-Orthodoxy,12 appare ntl y unaware that a
th o ug ht ful examination of White's book indicates that an
undi sti nguished mas te r's thesis s ho uld have been a llowed the
obscurity it o nce enjoyed and thoroughly merited; certain ly it
sho uld not become an important sou rce upon which ge nuinely
competent historians ground their conclu sions.
Brooke unfortunate ly accepts White' s account. Like White, he
a lso understands that the Book of Mormon is, as he puts it,
unambiguously "redem pti o ni st," 13 and that, by teaching that
"onl y Chri st's atonement and God's grace can save humanity,
rather than works," Lauer-day Saints are si mply following what is
ta ught in the Book of Mormon . And Brooke also see ms to
recog nize that what he ca ll s th e " ' neo·orth odox' or
'redemption ist' " stance of current Latte r· day Saints "builds on
the development of the last century, particularly the church's
reemphasis o n the atone menl."14 And like White, only more
emphatica ll y, Brooke grants that " the ' neo·orthodox' are able to
press their argument by usi ng texts from the Book of Mormon and
I I Ibid., 296-97.
12 Ibid .. 319 n. 28. 391 n. 81. 404 nn. 76, 80. Brooke has a tendency to
rely ulXln Qt.Ilrageous sources. For example. he bu ilds pan of Ihe conclusion 10
his book on the shoddy work of a journalist, James Coates. For evidence of
dependence on Coates, see ibid., 298, 402 nn. 56. 57 . 58. Coates. In Mormo"
Circles: Genlilcs, Jack. Mormons. and Laller-day Sainls ( Readi ng. Mass.:
Addison- Wesley, 199 1) is a striking example of badly-i nformed. secular antiMormon propaganda masking itself as a new and important contribution to the
literature on Mormonism.
13 Brooke borrows Ihis label from While (see Mormon Neo-Orthodoxy.
148-49).
14 Brooke. 296-97.
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Joseph Smith's earliest revelations, while ignoring the doctrine
developed in the late 1830s and at Nauvoo."IS In all of thi s,
Brooke has rather slavishly followed White.
Brooke acknowledges that the Book of Mormon provides
authoritati ve grounding for Lauer-day Saint commitment to the
atonement of Jesus Christ. And yet both White and Brooke seem
rat her obli vious to the significance of the Book of Mormon for
understanding Mormon things. There are, however, some passages
in Mormon Neo-Orthodoxy in which White mentions the Book of
Monnon and also call s attention to what he regards as "a renewed
emphasis on Christ as the cenler of Mormonism" (p . 175).
White also grants that this "renewed emphasis on Christ" is a
manifestation of Mormon neo-orthodox y. No mention of such an
emphasis appears in White's thesis in 1967, but it turns up briefly
in his book. If there is a renewal. what exact ly is being renewed? Is
it the traditi ona l understandin g? Not according to White, for he
also comp lain s that thi s "renewed emphasis" is not on the life of
Jesus, which he imagines to have been at the center of the
traditional Latter-day Saint focus, but on the cross of the Christ (p.
106), by which he means the atoneme nt; he find s such a focus
contrary to his own understanding of "traditi onal Mormoni sm,"
which he also thinks stressed an optimistic "salvation by merit"
(pp. xix, xvi, xxii , xxiv) or "salvation by works" (p. 80, ef. p.
81-"throug h one's own meritoriou s effort s" and so forth)
rather than what he considers a negative, pessimistic "necessity of
salvation by grace" (p. 26, cf. pp. xxv, xxiv, 86).

The Relevance of the Book of Mormon to the
Question of Whether There Is a
Mormon Neo~Orthodoxy
From White's perspective, a "renewed emphasis on Christ"
(p. 175). the Christ of faith and hence on the atonement, rather
than attention to stories about the "life" of Je sus that may
provide a kind of moral ideal , is a betrayal of what he understand s
as "traditional Mormoni sm," which he sees as having more or
less abandoned belief in the necessity of an atonement for sin. He
15 Ibid" 297.
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claims that Mormon theologians reac hed an accommodation with
those e le me nts of modemity l6 that frame the justifiably normative
e le ments of the larger American culture.
Th e product of this accommodation to modernity is
" traditional Mormoni sm," whic h is a form of opt imism not
unlike Protestant liberali sm. "Emerging from the optimism of the
nine teenth century, Mormonism . .
was lik e wi se fo rced to
negotiate the traumas of modernity. effecting a unique synthesis
of American rel igious and secular culture" (p. xiv). But
unfortunately, according to White, we have a movement bent on
achi ev ing a " renewed e mphasi s o n C hri st." Thu s. what he
unde rsta nds as "traditional Mormoni sm" is mere ly a product of
an accommodati on w ith modernity in muc h the same way as
Protestant liberalism was a product of a simi lar coming to terms
with th e En li ghte nme nt. Hence, "until the early years of the
twentie th ce ntu ry," whe n it was re placed by Protestant neoorthodoxy, according to White,
Prolestanl liberali sm, a product of the Enlightenme nt, was
pe rhaps C hri stianit y's most promi sing theolog ical
development with its ce le bration of scie nce and reason.
Some li bera l Protestants came to see God as an ideal- the
e mbodime nt of the fine st human values-while others
regarded him as a finite be ing. Virtuall y all liberal
Protestants espoused an optimistic concepti on of human
nature. Through mo ral and rati onal prog ress humanity
wou ld solve many of it s problems. The Kin gdom of God
as a j ust, peaceful. and harmonious soc iety had become a
real poss ibility. requ iring only the adequate development
of reason, science, and technol ogy. Instead of awajting the
direct intervention of Ch rist the Redeemer, lib eralism
depended on the example of Jesus the teacher. The good
society would result from humans ac ting out the moral
teachings of Christianity . (pp. xii-x iii, e mphasis added)

16 The word modernity turns up in Mormon Neo.Orthodoxy at pp. xi, xiii,
xiv. )(Kii. 47. Ill, 11g, 119, 123, 137. 160. In hi s c leven- page "Reneetions on
Mormon Neo.Orthodoxy:' White referred to modernity twelve times (pp. J, 2.
8- 1\ ).
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White insists that "traditional Mormonism" was a product of
exactly the same causes that produced Protestant liberali sm, and
that it reached an essentially simi lar accommodation with those
forces. He nce, by " incorporat ing the genera l optimis m of
American cu lture and Protestant li beralism, the Mormon syn thesis
formulated during the I 840s, and elaborated during the latter part
of the ninetee nth and early part of the twentieth centuri es,"
according to White, man aged to reduce God and especially Jesus
to something like the moral idea l of liberal Protestantism. It also
taught "the fundamental good ness of human nature, and a
doctrine of salvation based primaril y on merit" (p. xxiv). In
additi on , White holds that it is from what he ca lls "thi s li beral
optimi sm that Mormon neo-orthodo x theolog ians typ ica ll y
dissent" (p. xx iv).
By 1987 Wh ite could see as ev idence fo r this presu mab ly
retrograde tendency bent on abandoning liberal optimism about
man "the recent decision by church official s to expand the title of
the Book of Mormon to include the subtitle : Another Testament
of Jesus Christ" (p. 175). In reaching this conclusion, he neglects
to look into the teachings found in the Book of Mormon to see
whether this "re newed emphasis" is warranted hy the cnntents nf
the founding text. Why? He is simply not interested in the truthclaims of the Restoration. From hi s perspective, all religion is
merely a product of culture. If it is optimistic, it has been a
positive response to culture; if it is pessimistic, it is an unfortunate
product of c ultural cris is. White sees the Book of Mormon as
having become essentially irrelevant to "traditional Mormonism,"
which he pictures as a healthy appropriation of the "general
optimi sm of American cu lture and Protestant liberali sm" (p .
xxiv). And he insists that thi s accommodation to modernity was
happen ing even when Joseph Smith was alive.
Hence While imagi nes that either or both a social or cultural
crisis (see pp . xx iii, 2 1 for the distinction) some how caused the
post-World War II renewed emphas is on the atonement of Christ
among Latter-day Saints. He never considers the possibi lity that
this em phasis has been ge nerated by attenti on to the teachings
found in the scriptures or inspired by God. Nor does he consider
the possibility that such attention to the atonement of Christ is in
any way warranted. For White, what causes people to hold ideas
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are movements within the larger culture. These somehow cause
movements in reli gious subcuhures. Re li g io n, for White, is
necessarily a me re product of or response to cult ure and
especiall y to crisis in culture. He simply ignores the possibility of
divine revelati ons. Hence, when Latter-day Saint scho lars begin to
take seri ous ly the contents of th e ir scriptures, he discovers
irrational ism a nd anti -i nte ll ectu ali sm, whi c h he pictures as
unfortunate responses to c uhural c ri sis. Such "isms" arc for him
produced and sustained by crisis.
And yet White grants that th e " not ion of sav in g grace
provided by the death and atonement of Jesus Christ" is among
the "prevalent themes in the Book of Mormon." However, from
his perspective at least, it is a notion that is radically out of
harmon y wi th his understandi ng of "traditiona l Mormonism,"
though he also admits that they "were apparently beliefs of the
earliest Mormons" ( p. xix).
Quite ironically, White is at least partly correct in claiming that
there is what might be call ed, for want of a better label, a
"Mormon neo-orthodoxy." He is, however, profoundly confused
about what constitutes this movement, how much and in exactly
what ways it differs from earlier understand ings, what has caused
ii, and espec iall y whether it draws upon o r eve n resembles
developments in European Protestant circles after World War I and
in the United States after World War II. And at least partly because
of White's neg lect of the Book of Mormon (he mentions it in
passing only at pp. 139-41, 154, 169- 7 1. 175), hi s description of
what he constantly labels "traditio na l Mormonism" (pp. xx i, 81,
85,89,95, 10 1, 102, 103-4, 106, 141, 142, 145, 149, 15 1, 156,
157. 159, 161. 163. 174, 175. 176, 178) is an essentiall y false
understanding of Mormonism. For the most part White ignores
the Book of Mormon. entirely neglecting its truth claims, and the
account of its coming forth -he seems to see it as inim ical or at
least irrelevant to what he imagines as the optim istic contents of
"traditional Mormonism." Hence. it should not be surpris ing that
he reacts 10 signs of seri ous attentio n being g iven to the teachings
found in the Book of Mormon as an indication of the emergence
of a movement bent on foisting on the Saints a pessimistic,
malevolent, d ark , negative. life-denying, unfortunate "theology"
that he labels Mormon neo-orthodoxy.
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Though White brushes aside the Book of Mormon as a source
for what Latter-day Saint s ei ther believe or ought to believe, it
turns out that he still senses that it contains teachings that. if taken
at all seriously, get in the way of his bizarre notion of what
constitut es "trad iti onal Mormonism." Since the proph etic
message in the Book of Mormon-the gospel of Jesus Christ-is
not part of White's "traditional Mormon ism," what exactl y is the
source and content of the ideology that he thinks somehow swept
aside belief in an atonement for sin by Jesus Christ and replaced it
with fa ith in man, whatever that might mean ? White sees
secularizing forces at work. and in the larger culture they become
for him the cruc ial element in producing or generat in g the
content of what he call s "traditi onal Mormonism." That is, he
insists that Lauer-day Saints at some point in their history reached
an accommodation wi th modernity in which the teach ings found
in the Book of Mormon and early revelations to Joseph Smith
were jettisoned.

"Cursed Be the Man That Trusteth in Man"
(Jeremiah 17:5)
Is there actually a version of Mormonism-of something
called Mormon "theology"-in which the Book of Mormon and
its prophetic teac hin gs have been jettisoned? White claims that
there is; it is what he "and others esteem to be traditional Mormon
thought" (p. xi). In a curious way he is correct . Hi s notion of
what constituted thi s "traditional Mormon thought" turns out to
be an invention of tho se on the frin ges of the Church bent on
transforming the Mormon community into so methin g more or
less resembling what they find attractive in the larger American
culture and perhaps also in Protestant liberali sm if not naturalistic
humanism.
Sterlin g M. McMurrin. professor emeritus of hi story at the
University of Utah, and one of White's former teachers (p. ix), is
the primary so urce for the notion that th ere is a Mormon
"theology" that includ es an optimi stic and hence liberal doctrine
of man that simply ignores what can be found in the Book of
Mormon and early revelations to Jo seph Smith. Following
McMurrin, White understands Protestant liberali sm, with its
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presumed optimistic assessment of human things. 10 be a
wholesome and desirable effort to reach a more or less satisfactory
accommodation with elements of modernity-that is, the
secu larizing forces-at work in European and American culture.
In fact, White claims Ihal liberal Protestanlism is no less than
"C hri st ianit y's most promising theological development" (p.
xii). And While sees "traditional Mormonism" as incorporating
something similar to the liberal Protestant assessment of man.
With an additional laying o n of socio logical jargon to try to
explain the presumed casual links between something called either
socia l or cultural crisis and the e laboration of what are described
as optimistic or pessimistic assessments of man (pp. 1-26),
White's work turns out to be imitation McMurrin, or at least it
would not be entirely false to describe it this way. Even at the level
of causal explanation of what produces optimistic or pessimistic
theologies. McMurrin foreshadows White. For example, McMurrin
maintains that the "anti- liberal return to a form of biblical
orthodoxy or near~orthodoxy" in Europe "was c learly a crisis
theology produced more than anything else by the destruction
and disillusionment of the First War."11 If we substitute "caused"
for "produced" we see more clearly what McMurrin had in
mind. And what White does in his book is attempt to ex..plain how
very com pl ex and subtl e theological move ments are mere
products of culture and hence can be said to be caused by cultural
cris is. White is thus heavily dependem upon McMurrin in a
number of ways, th ough this dependence is not always fully
acknowledged. IS
We must ask whether White is taking sides or merely trying to
tell a story that describes what has taken and is taki ng place in
Mormon circles. Is he a partisan who is telling a story in such a
way as to champion a cause? Does White hold that, by rejecting
th e general optimism of American c ulture and Protestant
liberalism, Lauer-day Saints invol ved in a "neo-ort hodoxy" have
taken a step backwards? In hi s earli est response to his critics, he
insisted that he is merely a detached observer "describing" what
11 Sterling M. MeMurrin, ReligioR, ReaSOR, and Truth (Salt Lake City:
University of Utah, 1982),71. emphasis added.
18 If White had given more attention to McMurrin's essays. he could have
avoided some confusion and strengthened the coherence of his casco
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he be lieves "to be a new theological movement" at work in
Mormon circles after World War II. But he also grants that it is
"obvious enough" (hi s words) that he holds that "some
implications of the growt h of {bot h Protestant as we ll as
Mormon?] neo-orthodoxy to be unfortunate." 19 Why?
White in sists that at least some of those he labels "neoorthodox theologians" manifest an "inord inate reliance upon
grace as they discuss salvation ."2o Unfort un ate? Inordinate?
Though he would probably deny it, White clearly mounts a pulpit
to preach again st what he labe ls "Mormon neo-orthodoxy."
Nothing in hi s book suggests that th is supposed new
"movemen t" is anyt hin g other than retrograde and harmful to
the Mormon intellectual com munity and the Church generall y.
Why? He explains that the "basic point" he was trying to make in
his essay in 1970 in Dialogue (and in his master's thesis and
hence later in hi s book) " is that traditional Mormon theology
locates the primary responsib ility for salvat ion in man, not God.
Man must act to work out his ow n salvation."2 1 Hi s "bas ic
argument" is that "Mormon neo-orthodoxy's pessimistic
conception of man"22 betrays what he considers the optimism of
"traditional Mormonism,"
White, again following McMurrin, sees on ly two possib ilities:
either faith in God and pessimism about man or fait h in man and
a wholesome optimi sm. And, if there is anyth ing White sti ll likes
about Mormonism, it is the optimism he attributes to what he calls
a "faith in man" that he imagines is the heart of what he ca ll s
"traditi onal Mormon theology." Abandoning faith in God for an
optimistic faith in man seems to constitute. for White at least, a
congen ial way of reaching an accommodation wi th the
secularizing forces at work in American culture that he associates
with modernity. And, of course, modernity is the norm; efforts to
resist its impact on faith are presumably unfortun ate, th ough he
does not explain why this is so. He merely assu mes that churches
ought to go with the flow of culture- as long as th at fl ow yields
19 O. Kendall While, Jr., "Reply to Critics o f the Mormon Neo-Onhodoxy
Hypothesis," Dialogue 611 (Sp ri ng 1971); 97- 98.

20 Ibid., 98.
2 1 Ibid .. 99.
22 tbid .. 100.
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an optimi sm about human things in which divine things can be
morc or less set aside.

Borrowed Slogans, Shoddy Scholarship
Did White invent his "basic argument"? The answer is that he
did not, but seems to have borrowed it from Sterlin g M.
McMurrin (pp. xv ii-xv iii . 58, 60),23 White's master's thesis. early
essays, and book contain an accou nt of Mormonism the basic
ingredients of wh ich were first advanced by McMurrin. What
evidence is there that this is the case? What is there in White's
writings th at indicates that he borrowed anyt hi ng of crucial
importance from McMurrin? Th e first sig n of McMurrin's
influe nce is White's habit of labeling different ways of
understand ing man and human affai rs as either "optim istic" (pp,

xi i. xiii. xiv. xvi. xvii, xix, xx iv. 39, 41. 42, 57. 70, 79. 86, 100. and
so forth) or "pessim istic" (pp, xiii. xvi, xv ii . 38. 48. 70. 76. 96. 99,
and so fo rlh ), This is pure McMurrin. II was Me Murrin who
started it and has popularized il on the fringes of Ihe Mormon
intel lectua l commu nity.24
23 In Mormon Neo.Orthodoxy (pp, ",vii-niii), White cites and quotes from
McMurrin 's The Theological Foundations of the Mormon Religion (Salt Lake
City: University of Utah, 1965), Cf. Whi te's master's thesis, 5-6, 85, 106, as
well as the essays drawn from this thesis, While also acknowledges somt
assis tance from Geo rge T, Boyd (pp. xvi-xvii), a teacher in the Church
Education system-first in 1941 and then from 1945 to 1973, and in some sense
a rather naive McMurrin disciple and popularizer. White cites a fugi ti ve version
of Boyd's essay entitled "The Moral Natu re of Man" (3 paper presented to the
LDS Instit ute and Seminary Convention BYU, 1962). Versions of this essay are
available in publi~hed form. See Boyd , "The Mormon Concept of Man,"
Dialogue 31\ (Sprin g 1968): 55- 72; and also Views on Man and Religion:
Col/ected Essays of George T. Boyd, compo and ed. James B. Allen, Dale C.
LeCheminant. and David J. Whittaker (Provo: Friends of George T. Boyd, 1979),
15-48, for a somewhat different published version of this essay. Granted,
Boyd's essay was not published until after White had completed his thesis, but it
was published before any of the essays drawn from the thesis were published.
And two versions were in print when White eventually publi shed his thesis in
1987 . By itself this is hardly somethi ng about which to complain. bUI il turns
out thai this lacuna is typical of White's familiarity with Mormon scholarship
generally.
24 McMurrin 's most articulate effo rt to sel oul his theo ry that the
"theologies" that presumably unde rgird "religions" are best understood as way~
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It is certain ly no secret that McMurrin at least once was
severely critical of anyone who suggested anything that he did not
fee l was sufficien tl y opti mistic about human nature, at least in
what he called the proximate sense. He is quite indifferent to any
ultimate optimism about man because he sees no reason to believe
that there is anyth ing ultimate, that is, life after death or eternal
life. Hence he has a reputat ion fo r frow ning upon those who take
the Book of Mormon serious ly either as history or fo r what it
teaches, si nce, because it has muc h to say about si n and the need
for an atonement by the Christ, it does not fit his notion of what
constitutes an appropriate optimism about man.
One of McMurrin 's ways of setting out his complaints about
Latter-day Saint scholars who take scripture and divine revelati on
seriously is as follows:

Moreover, there is currently a kind of Jansenist movement
in Mormon academic circles that appears to be dedicated
to the ce lebrat ion of whatever Augustin ian elements may
be discern ible in the scri ptures . . . . Nevertheless, such
negativism in the assessment of man, whether sc ri ptural or
otherwise, is a betrayal of the spiri t and dom in ant
character not on ly of the Mormon theo logy but also of
the Mormon rel igion. 25
We have in thi s passage, with a slight shi ft in terminology, the
substance of White's thesis and book.

of renccling on human nature and, hence, [hat they can be distinguished on the
basis of whether they are "optimistic" or "pessimistic" about man can be found
in the Eighteenth annual Frederick William Reynolds Lecture. which McMurrin
delivered at the University of Utah on l anuary 18, 1954. This paper was
originally published as a thirty-six page pamphlet under the title The Pal/ems of
Our Religious Faiths (Salt Lake City: University of Utah, Extension Division,
1954). It has subsequently been republished under the title "The Primary Forms
of Religion in JUdaeo-Christian Culture," in McMurrin's Religion, Reason. and
Truth, 83- 112. His way of doing intellectual history has been to tie authors and
"isms" to a malnx of optimism and pessimism, either proxi mate or ultimate.
25 McMurrin. The Theological Foundations of tire Mormon Religion, 6768. Jansenism is a name applied to a 17th- and 18th-cent ury western European
Roman Catholic reformist faction which stressed moral determinism. McMurrin
clearly applies the label to the Mormon contcltt as a slur.
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As is well known. McMurrin rejects the prophetic IrUin claims
of the Book of Mormon with the dogmatism "that you don't get
books from angels and translate them by miracles, it is just that
s impl e."26 This statement is his way of denying the prophetic
truth claims upon which the Church rests. On the other hand,
White simp ly ignores the question of whether there is anyth.ing to
those claims. "Th e problem of the truth-claims of Mormon

theology," according to White, "was well beyond the scope of my
paper. I did not," he says, "assume that either traditional
Mormonism or Mormon neo-orthodoxy is true or fal se."27
To take the Book of Mormon seriously is to be confronted
with the quest ion of whether it and Joseph Smith's prophelic
claims are true. And it seems diffic ult if nOI impossible to
confront Mormonism without reaching some conclusion about the
truth of the Book of Mormon.2& But White affects at least a
surface neutrality on the question of whether the Restoration is
true or false. Hence, for the most part White simpl y ignores the
Book of Mormon, and neg lects to consider its prophetic truth
claims or the account of its coming forth. Instead, he sees the
Book of Mormon as inimical or at least irrelevant to what he
imagines as the optimislic contents of "traditional Mormonism"
as he understands such things. Hence. it should not be surprising
that he, like McMurrin, reacts to signs of serious attention being
given to the teachings found in the Book of Mormon as an
indication of the emergence of a movement bent on foisting on

26 Stcrling M. McMurrin, "An Interview with Sterling M. McMurrin,"
Dialogue 1711 (Spring 1984): 25; "The History of Mormonism and Church
Aut horities: An Inte rview with Sterling M. McMurrin," Free Inquiry 411 (Winter
1983-1984): 32-34.
27 White, "A Rcply to Critics:' 97.
28 On this matter, sec Midgley, "The Challenge of Hi slorical
Consciousness: Mormon History and the Encounter with Secular Modernity,"' in
By 5wdy and also by Faith: f.u(Jys in Honor oj Hugh W. Nibley, ed. John M.
Lundquist and Stephen D. Ricks (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and F.A.R.M.S.,
1990), 2:504-20: and "The Acids of Modernity and the Crisis in Mormon
Historiography," in FailhJul His/ory: Essays on Writing Morman His/ory, ed.
George D. Smith (Salt Lak.e City: Signature Books, 1992), 192-201.
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the Saints a presumabl y malevolent, dark , negati ve, pessimistic,
li fe- de nying "neo-orthodoxy."29
Two related deve lopments- a concern with the historicity and
also the teachings of the Book of Mormon-are log ically linked
from the perspective of genui ne fait h.3o Hence. if there reall y is a
post-Worl d War II movement among the Saints th at constitutes a
rev iva l or reju venation of Mormon "ort hodoxy," it fl ows from
and is to be ide ntified with the growing emphasis on the content
of the Latter-day Saint scriptures, and especially the content and
historical auth enticity of the Book of Mormon. It necessari ly
includes the increas in g scholarl y attention given to the Book of
Mormon since Fawn Brod ie got the attention of the Saints in 1945
with her attack on the historical foundations of the fa ith .31 Those
involved in th is movement, unlike those White thinks constitute a
"neo-ort hodox" move ment among Mormons, ac tua ll y know
each other. communicate back and fort h. debate issues. publ ish
essays and books, hold conferences, and so fo nh .32
Whi te. unfortunate ly. seems unaware of the post- Brod ie
literature on the Book of Mormon, and he onl y ment ions the
Book of Mormon a few ti mes and then onl y casually. In Mormon
Neo-Orthodoxy. the onl y author he men ti ons who has done
29 And also as a manifestation of irr3liona1ism, anti-intellectualism. and
oth.er naughty things.
30 This has been denied by Ant hony A. Hutchi nson in an essay entitled
'The Wo rd of God is Eno ugh: The Book of Mormon as Nineteent h-Century
Scripture," in New Approaches (0 the Hook oj Mormon: Explorations in Critical
Methodology. ed . Brent Lee Metcalfe (Salt Lake City: Sign3lure Books, 1993),
1-19. J have responded to Hutchinson in "The Current BailIe over Ihe Book of
Mormon," Review oj Books on Ihe Book oj Mormon 6Jl (1994): 200-54.
31 Fawn McKay Brodie. No Man Knows My History: The Life 0/ Joseph
Smilh the Mormon Prophet (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1946: 2nd cd. 1985).
This attack on the Book of MormOn eventually took the form of a biography of
Joseph Smith. Brodie made it clear that she began with the Book of Mormon as
hcrtargel. See "Fawn McKay Brodie: An Oral Interview," Dialogue 1412 (S ummer
1981): 104-5. This is a shortened, somewhat modified. and also garbled version
of Shirley E. Stephenson's oral history interview with Brodie. See Stephenson.
"Biography of F:lwn McKay Brodie," (California State University. Fullerton, 30
November 1975). The material thaI appeared in Dialogue was laken from
Stephenson, 7- 10, 22-23,
32 White simply ignores the vast differences between Protestant
!bcoJogians and the Latter-day Saints he identifies wi th them,

300

REVIEW OF BOOKS ON THE BOOK OF MORMON 612 (1994)

senous work on the Book of Mormon-that is. work thai has had
any influe nce on the Mormon scholarly community-is Hugh
Nibley. Although While occasionally mentions Nibley. it is always
in some other context tha n his ro le as SlUdent of the Book of
Mormon. In 1967 White was aware of NihJey's World and the

Prophets and a lso a letter wrinen by Ni bley.3 3 But he was
apparently entirely unaware of or indifferent to NihJey's work on
the Book of Mormon. So instead of see in g a reflewal of
"ort hodox y" in the post- World War II scholarship on the Book
of Mormon, While sees onl y a small group of authors who seem to
hold little if anything in common, except that some of them seem
to have shared a then-trendy political ideology. However, by 1987
White had discovered by readi ng some of Nibley ' s essays that
Nibley did not fit hi s notion of what co nsti tuted a "neoorthodoxy" among Latter-day Saint intellectuals . White describes
th is movement as charged wit h a radical political conservatism,
terrified of creepi ng soc iali sm. and fran tic about the threat of
communi sm (pp. 166, 173). BUI, by 1987. White had discovered
that Nibley simply did not fit Ihis stereotype, and he had 10 try to
recategorize Nibley.34
When White looked just a little deeper into a few of Nibley's
vast number of writings, he discovered a socia l criticism grounded
in the Book of Mormon thai did not fit his ste reotype of
"Mormon neo-orthodoxy" at all.

33 Hugh Niblcy. "Nobody to Blamc," an eight-page. single-spaced open
letter. dated July 29. 1960.
34 Having charactcrizcd Mormon neo-onhodoJty as authori tarian, anti·
intellectua l, and irrntiona1. he is in a position to complain that Nibley has had
the audacity to suggest that God sometimes reveals things to prophets that are
superior to what humans can figure out for themselves (p. 93). White charges
that Nibley believes that "the only way to acquire meaningful knowledge is
through revelation" (p. 99, where he cites The World and the Prophets without
page numbers: emphasis added). If this is an accurate paraphrase of Nibley's
poSition. one wonders why Nibley ever bothered 10 consult the vast literature he
cites and quotes in his many writings. On th is issue While has clearly
misunderstood the point that Nibley has frequently made. There is nothing anti·
intellectual or irrational about the st:'lnee taken by NibJey or his efforts 10 defend
that stance. though that does not mean that others may not disagree or that he
may not be wrong. But that is a different issue than the one White raises.
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Given his soc ial critique. Nibley differs from other
Mormon neo-orthodox theologians who seem obsessed
with anti-Communism, the ex tension of the fran chi se,
gove rnm ent regulatio n of business, govern ment
interventio n in [for? [ civil rights and social relations, and
the expansion of the "we lfare state." Wh ere other
Mormon neo-orthodox theo logian s see governmental
intrusion, Nibley ha s found poli tical and soc ial
responsibi lity. In thi s sense, he has more in common with
Protestant than Mormon neo-orth odox theologians. (p.
173)

Clearly this is a clumsy summary of Nibley's stance, but it
does indicate that White was, from the beginning, working with a
stereotype with which he could hardly begin to make sense out of
what has been going on in Latter-day Saint intell ectual circles
since 1945.
The core of White's stereotype- that there is a strange and
radically conservative political ideology being advanced by his socalled "Mormon neo-orthodox theologians"- he seems to have
fashioned when he somehow di scovered that a few facu lty
members at Brigham Young University were busy in the 1960s
peddling a conservative political ideology dressed up in so me
reli gious langu age. White seems to have melded into hi s
stereotype notions about post-World War I deve lopments in
Protestan t th eo logy , which he had learned fro m Sterling
McMurrin , to desc ribe what he imagined was a "movement. "
Clearly White laced his argu ment with a vocabulary he absorbed
from McMurri n and perhaps a few other cu ltural Mormons at the
University of Utah. 35
We have seen that, whe n White actuall y read some of what
Hugh Nibley has written, he had to admit that Nibley did not fit

35 White gives credit for his understanding of Mormon things to Lewis Max.
Rogers, Ray R. Canning (p. x.), who one might assu me looked upon his thesis
favorably. and Lowell L. Bennion, who may have been the one who he indicates
demurred on uniden ti fied pans of his thesis (White·s thesis, unpaged
~Acknowledgmenls"·), and also to Sterling M. McMurrin and Waldemer P. Read
(p. ix.). All of these have or had at least some links to (he Church. He also thanks
Thomas F. O· Dca. a non~Mormon sociologist who had interests in Mormonism.
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his stereotype of a Mormon neD-orthodox " theolog ian. "36 While
still had left over from his 1967 stable of so-ca lled neo-orthodox
theologians the following individuals : Hyru m Andrus, Lynn
McKinlay, Gle n L. Pearson, Chauncey Riddle. Rodney Turner.
and David H. Yarn. His familiarity with the work of these people
was often limited to a single talk , essay. or book. He had made no
effort in \ 967 or for hi s book in 1987 10 read all of what they had
written or even 10 consult a representati ve sample . He neglected 10
inte rview any of those he labels " neo-orthodox," He a lso failed
to offer a full paraphrase of the positi on of any of these people or
provide a context for the language he lifts from their writings to
support hi s case.
Did White even bother to look for evidence, for example, that
Hug h Nibley, who has publi shed hundreds of times,J 7 drew
anything from or even knew of this stable of supposed ly "neoorthodox" writers? Or that any of them paid attention to Nibley?
And since he seems to find a radical political ideo logy as typical
of those he labe ls "neo-ort hodox ," did he try to discover whether
all of them shared the same or even a similar ideology? White
simply provides no evidence that Mc Kinlay, Turner, and Yam ever
publi shed a word that would constitute a c lue to thei r political
thinkin g. And White makes no effort to demon strate that the
political ideology of Andrus and Pearson has influenced the other
writ e rs he labe ls " neo-orth odox."38 Why then speak of a
"movement" ? O r, given those he li sts as " neo-orthodox," what
cou ld White possib ly mean by a "movement"?
If White had paid closer attention to Protestant neo-orthodoxy
he woul d have di scove red that the leading figure s in that
movement-it was after all , among other things, a literary
movement- knew each other, th at th ey borrowed from and
quarreled with eac h other, and so forth. 39 Protestant neo-

36 Nibley would gag at being labeled a ··theologian."
37 Sce Midgley, "Hugh Winder Nibley: Bibliography and Register," in By
Study and alsQ by Faith, 1;xv-Ixxxvii.
38 And if a political ideology was an essential ingredient of "Mormon NeoOrthodoxy." why not include W. Cleon Skousen?
39 Of course, what I am calling a literary movement may have impact on the
wider culture. and no doubt those who got tabeled as ProtCSlanl neo-()nhodox did
prccisely that. because pastor and layman alikc read books and articles by them.
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orthodox y, to the extent that the label identifi es anyth in g, has a
hi story and it s story can be to ld . If there really is a Mormon neoort hodoxy Ihal parallels or resembles a Protestant movement, it
would also have a history that can be told. In fact, White tries to
tell a story of a supposed movement among ce rtain Mormon
academics. So we must ask what is the quality of the story that
White tries to tell of what he thinks is a movement in Mormon
intellectual circles? Not very good. A glance at hi s bibliography
shows that White consulted on ly a few published and unpublished
items and hence apparently knows little about what has been
goi ng on in Mormon intellectual circles since 1945,40
White does not cite a sin gle instance of a Latter-day Saint
fami liar with Protestant theology. Bu t he could have, if he knew
the literature better. Let me illustrate, Has any Latter-day Saint
had anything to say about Karl Barth (1886--1968), the famou s
Swiss-German Protestant theologian who is generally credited with
removin g Protestant liberalism from the theological map? The
answer is yes, but White seems quite unaware of this fact,41 Or has
any Latter-day Sa int publi shed on Paul Tillich (l886-1965)?
Again the answer is yes,42 Did White manage to show that any of
40 In addition 10 those authors mentioned in his master's thesis in 1967,
White has added a few new names to his list of neo-orthodoJl Mormon
theologians, including Janice M. Allred, Donald P. Olson, Paul J. and Margaret
M. Toscano. and J. Frede ric Voros, Jr, Si nce White's book was published, some
of these have become well-known as Mormon disside nts or former Mormon
intellectuals. Be that as it may, these names hardly constitute the first or even
second team among Mormon intellectuals, And in some cases they are downright
quirky. They are known al al! because Dialogue and Suns/one will currentl y
publish virtu aliy anything, especially if it seems idiosyncratic.
41 Midgley. " Karl Barth and Natu ral Law," Natural Law Forum 13 (1968):
108-26.
42 Midgley, "Religion and Ultimate Concern," Dialogue 112 (Summer
1966): 55-7\. In 1967 While was familiar with Dialogue and had consulted the
first issue of this magazine, si nce he mentions Leonard J. Arrington's
"Scholarl y Studies of Mormonism in the Twentieth Century." Dialogue III
(Spring 1966): 15- 32 in his master's thesis (p. 181). It is more understandable
that he was and perhaps still is una ware that both Truman G. Madse n and J had
previously completed doctoral dissertations on the thought of Paul Tiliich. And
if White had wondered if any Latter-day Saints have published on Reinhold
Niebuh r, he might have notice<! Dennis L. Thompson's essay entitled "The Basic
Doctrines and Concepts of Reinhold Niebuhr's Poli tical Thought," Journal of
Church and State 1712 (Spring 1975): 275- 99.
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those on his list of "Mormon neo-orthodox theo logians" have
drawn upon or even mentioned or cited those he described as
Protestant neo-orthodox theolog ians? This answer is no. What
the n coul d he mean when he claims that some Lauer-day Saint
writers have "e mbraced" (his word) "so me fu ndamental
doctrines of Protestant neo-orthodoxy"? How can one e mbrace
ideas that one does not know exist?
Cou ld White, jf he had done hi s homework either in 1967 or
1987, have fo und Latter-day Sai nts who were fa mili ar with and
also in some way indebted to some of those writers he li sts as
Protestant neo-orthodox theolog ians? T he answer is agai n yes.
One such example is instruct ive as we ll as ironi c. According to
Sterl ing McMu rrin, Paul T ill ich's lectures affected hi s own "views
on re ligion-not hi s ex istentia list theology, .. but rather his
inte rpretations of the history of Christia nit y, part icul arl y of
Calvi ni sm and Lutheranism."43 His ow n teacher admits to being
infl uenced by suc h a one as Paul Tillich. Certain ly this does not
make McM urri n a "Mormon neo-orthodox theo logian." But not
one of those Wh ite thinks of as involved in a movement he labels
Morm on neo-o rthodoxy has show n a n in terest in bringi ng
Protestant thought into the discussion of Mormonism.44
In a lecture now ava ilable under the title "The Primary Forms
of Rel igion in ludaeo-Chri stian Cu lture," McM urrin opi ned that
" religion is man 's ultimate concern and comm itment. "45 One at
all fam ilia r with Till ic h's thought should recognize this defin ition
as hav ing been borrowed from Paul Tillic h.46 And the defi nition is
important s ince th e object of an ultimate concern may not
necessarily be the God pictured in the Bible, and may, instead, be
an ido l. Even or espec iall y those who fl at ly rejec t what the
scriptures have to say about God have an "ultimate concern" and
in that sense are re ligious. according to Tillich. Finally. if one can
43 McMurrin. Religion, Real·on. and Truth, ix. One onl y needs to know a
little about Tillich's thought to see hi s innuence in some of McMurrin's
vocabulary and outlook. Whi te cou ld have located this when he was a student at
the University of Utah, if he had bothered to look beyond the one published item
by McMurrin that he seems to have consulted.
44 Whi te cites only McM urrin's The Theological Foundations of Mormon
Relig ion.
45 McMurrin, Religion. Reason, and Trulh, 109.
46 For the details. see Midgley. "Religion and Ultimate Concern," 55-71.
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fl atly reject prophets and di vine reve lat ions and st ill be
"religious," si nce everyone will still have concerns and perhaps
even a controlling or "ultimate concern " of so me kind, why did
not White notice among his teachers at the University of Utah an
effort to indoctrinate him in a secular "re ligious" ideology?
We may wonder whether White mean s by "embraced" that
Latter-day Saints actually have read and appropriated ideas from
Karl Barth, Heinrich Emil Brunner ( 1889-1966), Rei nhold
Niebuhr (1892-1971), or Paul Tillich. I doubt that he doesY As
we have seen, White presents no evidence that any Latter-day Saint
authors actuall y borrowed fro m Protestant neo-orthodoxy. But r
have already quoted White as say in g that "Mormon neo-orthodox
theologia ns have embraced so me fundamental doctrines of
Protestant neo-orthodoxy" (p. 159); but presumably they did this
without knowing that they were doing it, because they were merely
responding in some e ntirely thoughtless way to a cultu ral cris is
that impelled them to produce somethin g very much like what
some Protestants produced when confronted with the same or a
similar crisis. How, we might ask. does a crisis, soc ial or cultural ,
produce an ideology? To discover White's answer to this question,
we must look into hi s use of ce rtain sociological literature to
provide a cause for the effects he thinks he sees in Mormon
culture.

An Argument-By Analogy or What?
How does While advance hi s argument that a "Mormon neoorthodoxy" has surfaced that is in radical opposition to what he
understand s as "traditi onal Mormonism"? At least part of his
1967 master's thesis and his Morm on Neo-Orthodoxy is an
analogy between developments, as he sees them, in European
Protestant theology after World War I and what he wants to see
taking place in Mormon academic ci rcles after World War II. To
ground this analogy , White provides an account of Protestant
intellectual history foll owing the collapse of Protestant liberalism
47 If White wanted to find e vidence of people who have a hankering to
devour Protestant theology, he should have had a look at the RLDS. some of
whose ··appointees"' (professional ctergy) and leaders and theologians have had
specializ.ed training in Protestant seminaries.
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that is not entire ly unlike that offered by McMurrin , who in the
early 19505 when I studied with him was wonl to trace a progress
from an origi nal invidious. pessimistic Protestant orthodoxy to an
enli ghtened, optimi stic liberal ism. and then a subsequent regress to
a terrible pessimistic neo-orthodoxy. But. in 1967 and at least up
to 1971, White did not fee l that he cou ld apply all of this kind of
account of theologica l developments in the Protestant world
d irectly to the Mormon situation. Why?
In 1967 White did not see an o ri gi nal set of Mormon beliefs

that paralleled, corresponded to, or were analogous with Protestant
o rthodoxy. In stead, he declared that "Mormon neo-ort hodoxy"
was merely a rejection of what he imagined was an original
o ptimisti c, liberal Mormonism or what he constantly refers 10 as
"t raditi ona l Mormonism." And White st ill believes that what he
considers "traditio nal Mormonism" simply had no place for any
such thing as an atonement for sin made by Jesus of Nazareth;
White's "t raditi o nal Mormonism" rest s o n a presumably
"opt imistic," positive, life-affi rming, liberal assessmen t of human
natu re in whic h sins are overcome merely by "work s" and not
through anyth ing resembling a gift from God through Jesus
C hrist. 48
In the late 1960s and earl y 19705 White insisted that what he
then ca lled "Mormon new-orthodoxy" was not "a return to the
th eo logy of Joseph S mith nor ea rl y Mormonism," but a
"t heo logy" sim il a r to what he understood as Protestant neoorthodoxy, wh ich had it s beginnings primarily with Karl Barth.
After World War I, Barth began vigorously challenging
Kulturprotestantismus (that is, the efforts of post-enlightenment
European libe rals to harmonize Christianity w ith some of the
fa<;h ions of the inc reasin gly secularized cu hure).49 Because Barth
48 On this issue, see Robert L. Millet. "Joseph Smith and Modern
Mormonism: Orthodoxy , Neoonhodoxy, Tension, and Tradition:' BYU Studies
29/3 (Sum mer 1989): 62-63.
49 For the usc of the term KllllllrprOle.nanlismUJ, sec The Beginnings of
Dialectic Tlleolog)" cd. James M. Robinson (Richmond. Va.: John Knox.
(968), t4. 21, 22 . When I first read thi s hook. and noticed the term
KullllrprOlesranlismus, I immediately started referring to a Cultural Mormonism
10 describe the drift among so-called Mormon "liberals" toward something like
the denatured Protestant stances found in pre-World War I European and then later
American sectarian theology. See Midgley. "The Secular Relevance of tbe
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spu rned Cu ltural Protestanti sm (or what might also be called
" modernism," or "liberal" theology), he was seen as returning
to somethin g like the earlier leachings of the Reformation. Hence
Barth 's views, as well as those of certain of his associates, acquired
the labe l "neo-o rth odo xy. "so White thus offers an analogy
between very complex, subtle, and even competing strands and
developments in post- World War I Protestant theology and at least
in part the political ideology being advanced by the likes of
Pearson and Andrus.
On both the Protestan t and Mormon sides of hi s analogy
White works with si mple binary polarities such as "optimi sm"
and " pess imi sm" about man,SI expressions which clearly describe
moods rather than concepts, and which are clearly judgmental,
whatever his expressed intentions of merely describi ng from a
neutral position, or he works with polarities such as "salvation by
grace" or "se lf-salvat ion," and th e "sove reignty of God"
contrasted to the notion that God is an ideal- the embodiment of
the finest in human values, and so forth. In virtuall y every case he
neglects to ex plain or justify the use of suc h categori es or labels.
And he neglects to ex plain why the rather simpli stic polarities he
adopts exhaust the possibilities or why the notion s he favor s are
preferable even if his ana lysis were accepted .
In several ways, as we ha ve seen, Mormon Neo-Orthodoxy is
imitation McMurrin . But it lacks the literary grace and intellectual

Gospcl," Dialogue 4/4 (Winter 1969): 76-85. I am, of course. gratified that the
exprcssions "cultural Mormoni sm" and "cultural Mormon" have become
fas hionable. Earlier I elaimed that I invented the label. Sec Midgley. "The
Current Battle over the Book of Mormon." 208 n. 24. But it turns out that I was
wrong. for unbeknown to me John L Sorenson used the expression in his
dissenation and elsewhere prior to my dfons 10 popularize il. I very much
appreciate Sorenson pointing out my mistake.
50 Neo-orthodoxy was not Karl Bart h's label. His views were variously
known by other descriptive titles such as "theology of the Word of God," or
"dialectical theology ."
51 White neglects to explain why he labels as "pcssimistic" the belief thai
through the atonement of Jesus Christ the sins of man may be forgiven. or why
it is "optimistic" to think that man can somehow save himself. whatever thaI
means. especially since he seems to dispense with notions of immonality and
resurrection. both central to the understanding of Lauer-day Saints.
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subtlety of McM urrin 's writ ings, which accounts for much of the
fervor and also some of the weaknesses fo und in his book. And
W hite's description of the views of Protestant theolog ians like
Barth, Bru nner, Ti ll ich, and Rein hold Niebu hr is sometimes
muddled and always cursory precisely because it see ms to depend

on a casual proof-texting done in 1967 to make those authors fit
simpli stic labels identi fy ing moods more than the actual concepts
and arguments fo und in the writings he c ites and quotes. 52
Wh ite also seems to have been led to believe that "traditional
Mormon ism" is a fo rm o f o r at least ana logous to P rotestant
li beralism. if not, fo llowi ng McMurrin . naturalistic human ism. 53 It
seems that McMurrin might be somew hat less critical of the
Ch urch if it wou ld o nly move toward a variety of "liberal"
theo logy, if not " naturalisti c huma nism."54 In other contexts,

52 I have no interest in describing these mistakes, since to do so would not
be profitable for an LOS audience. But I must point out that, from 1967 to 1987,

it does not appear that White consulted a single source. either primary or

secondary, to see whether his earlier assessments of the developments in the
Protestant world we re accurate or defensible. His treatment of t,atter-day Saint
writers is also flawed for the same or similar reasons.
53 McMurrin holds that it is not entirely inaccurate to desc ribe Monnonism
as a kind of naturalistic humanism within a general theistic context." McMurrin,
The Theological Foundations of Mormon Theology, 21. Or "it is perhaps not
entirely inaccurate to describe Mormonism as a kind of natu ralistic, humanistic
theism." MeMurrin, The Theological Foundations of Ihe Mormon Religion, 1
In order for such a description to work, one must play fast and loose with the
definitions of naturalism, humanism, and theism, while ignoring the scriptures
and putting a high premium on "isms" and something traditionally <:ailed
"theology."
54 McMurrin once confessed that his "pcrsonal views incline toward
naturalistic humanism with some flavor of positivism. Mormon liberalism,
which showed some life in the thinies. never quite made the grade." McMurrin.
"On Mormon Theology." Dialogue 112 (Summer 1966): 136. In an
autobiographical splurge, he once confessed that he "is less a liberal in religion
than a renegade, fasc inated by theology, but distrustfu l of all theology and
theologians, an advocate of rationality who is convinced that reason both
purifies and destroys the religious." And he sees himself as one "possessed of an
uneasy union of skepticism and what seems.
to be a genui ne religious
dispoSition and quite profound religiOUS fee ling. In the philosophy of religion I
must senle." he acknowledges. "for some kind of naturalistic humanism despite
the precious promises and the consolations of the sou l that are the gifts of a
proper theism." McMurrin. Religion. Reason. and Trulh. xii. cr. 279-80.
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however, McMurrin makes it abundantly clear that what he call s
"natu rali sti c human is m" is en tirely devoid of God in any
genuine sense. Be that as it may, what White actually discovered in
1967 was not a new movement (or heresy) attempting to move
Mormon beliefs toward so methin g lik e a Protestant neoorthodoxy. Instead, what he noticed, more than anything else, was
a few polit ical ideologues whose views seem to have had no
influence on Mormon intellect ual life. And he managed to tu rn
them into a movement , while failing entirely to notice that a
different group of Latter-day Saint scholars was beg inning to take
seriously the Book of Mormon and the earl y revelations to Joseph
Sm ith. The small group of political ideologues apparently seemed
to him to be a turning away from his illusory ori gi nal " liberal"
theology towards something negative and dark that he imagines is
somehow analogous to Protestant neo-ort hodoxy.55
In add ition, instead of really figuri ng out what Latter-day
Saints have believed since 1830, White invent s a "t raditi ona l
Mormonism" that has little similarity to what th e Sai nt s have
bel ieved. However, it may well be that White' s unde rstanding of
"traditional Mormonism" is the ideology entertained by a few on
the fringes of the Chu rch who are unhappy with the increasingly
sophi sticated understanding of th e res tored gos pel and al so
especially with the increasing attent ion given to the Book of
Mormon in Latter-day Saint academic circles. 56
If there is a revival of an orthodoxy within the community of
Saints, it is a result of more carefu l attention to the actual contents
of the scriptures and espec iall y the Book of Mormon that has
been growing si nce World War 11,51 rather than a continuation of
55 But White a lso notices that the political ideology advanced by some of
his stab le of "'Mormo n nco-orthodox theologians" was entirely unlike the
political stance typically taken by Karl Barth , Reinhold Niebuhr, and Paul
Tiltich, each of whom at least started out as a socialist of some variety.
56 A recent mani festation of this irritation can be found in Me Murrin' s
remar ks on th e Encyclopedia of Mormonism . He complains tha t "the
Encyclopedia is Salurated with references to the Book of Mormon. re n ecting thc
recent chu rch movemen t to give the Book of Mormon greater attention:'
McMurrin. '"Toward Intellectual Anarchy," Dialogue 2612 (Summer 1993): 212.
57 In addition, some rather good work has produced a marc subtle and rich
understanding of the unfolding of teachings through the revelations to Joseph
Smith contained in the Doctrine and Covenants. as well as in hi s later teachings
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an earlier tendency to capitulate to the latest fads and fashions of
enli g htenme nt and post-enlightenment mode rnit y. And this
emphasis on the authent ic teachings found in the Latter-day Saint
scriptures has no thing much in commo n with developments in
continental Protestantism, nor has it borrowed anything from
mo re recent developments in e ith er European or American
Protestant theo logy .

A "Crisis Theology"?
White describes what he labe ls Mormon neo-orthodoxy as "a
cri sis theology," Where did thai idea ori ginate? It turns out that
the very first of Emil Brunner's books in English carried the title
The Th eology of Crisis. 58 A crisis is, as Brunner points Qut, a
climax of an illness or a turning point in an enterprise. 59 And
Brunner fe lt th at C hrist ian faith "is in a state of complete
decomposition," for there has been a turning away from Christian
und erslandings .60 Hence there is a crisis in both of its generally
accepted meani ngs. Is thi s really an admission on the part of
Brunner that modernity has caused a theolog ical movement to
which he belongs? Hardl y. But that is th e way it has been
understood by White.
McMurrin has also set out the arg ument that a "crisis" has
caused a retrograde, neo-orthodox reaction in the following way:
The ami-liberal return to a form of biblical orthodoxy or
near-orthodoxy with in the context of sophi st icated
thought and scho larship was already well established in
Europe w hen it took root in America. In Europe it was
clearly a crisis theology produced more than anything else

by the destruction and disillusionment of the First Wa r.
Best expressed by Karl Barth, who was do minated by the
Calvinistic dogma of the divine sovere ignty and who

in [he Na uvoo period. On these issues a number of historians have done a
yeoman's service of sorting out these matters and making them accessible to the
Saints.
58 H. Emil Brunner, The Theology oj Crisis (Ne w York: Scribner, 1929).
59 Ibid., 2.
60 Ibid., 3.
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undertook to reestablish re ligion on the indisputable word
of God, it was an anti-philosophical, anti-scientific, anticultural movement that reveled in paradox, dogmalics, and
subjecti vely interpreted revelation.61
McMurrin c ites Barth's massive Church Dogmatics,
presumably in support of or as an illustration of his views. But that
book co nsists of five volumes (w ith multiple parts) and comes to
some 8,432 pages in its English translation, with an additional
552- page index. And this is only a portion of Barth's published
works. McMurrin brushes all thi s aside by claiming that " il now
see ms justifiable" to label Barth 's theology as a case of "just
plain irrarionalism."62 Apparent ly, if one does not like the views
of an author, even if his or her work must be described as
"sophisticated thought and sc holarship ," and it is massive, one
can simply brush it aside as "just plain irrationalism"-no
argument is necessary. But one must recall that thi s comes from
one justly famou s for the dogmatism "that you don't get books
from angels and translate them by miracles, it is just that simple."
McMurrin clearly wants to claim that events somehow directly
produce shifts in theology-it is just that simple. Hence he claims
that
under the impact of the depression of the thirti es,
Barthianism became influential in the English-speaking
world, but whatever its appeal in a world thai was anxious
to retreat from reason, common sense, and faith in itself, it
lost heavi ly when Barth refused to lead continental
Protestanlism in a commit me nt against the threatening
specter of Communist power. It was a repetition of the
neutral stand he had taken in the early days of Nazism.63
The fact is that Barth was fired from his position in a German
university for his refu sal to take a loyalty oath to Hit ler. And he
was the guiding figure behind the so-called and much celebrated
61 McMurrin, Religion, Reason, and Trulh, 71, emphasis added.
62 Ibid. , 13. He also refers to "the irrationalism of Karl Barth-who argoed
IlOl only against rational theology but even against religious philosophy ."
Ibid., 9. This is simply name·calling.
63 Ibid.
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Barmen Declarati on (May 1934) that attempted to rally Christians
in Germany against the so-called "German Christians" who had
sided with Hitler and the Nazi movemenl. 64

White is also deeply involved in the same kind of inaccurate
desc ription a nd loose ca usal exp lanation of theological
move ment s. After arguing that Protestant neo-orthodoxy was
produced by a "c ri sis," While shift s to ex plaining what he
considers a parallel development among Latter-day Saints:
The encounter with sec ulari zation produced a similar
cu hu ra l crisis for Mormon neo-orthodox th eo logians .
Experienced as a ' limit s ituati on,' where ordinary
intellectual and psychological mea ns of co pin g
breakdown, the individual beco mes profoundl y aware of
his limitation s. He feels inadequate and help less. The only
way out appears to be to grasp a power beyond himself.
These reactions co mbin e with sensations of contingency
and helplessness to become the social and psychological
foundation of the doctrin es of divine sovereignty, human
depravity, and salvation by grace. Indeed. thi s theology
c rystalli zes the basic ele ment s of the neo·ort hod ox
reli gious ex perience. As the cri sis is a revelation of the
human predicament and the di vine/human relationship,
neo·orth odox theo logy is a generali zat ion of those
sensations encounte red during the crisis. (p. 160)
Thi s reductionist exp lanation would presumably account for
Hugh Nibl ey's writings and anyone e lse labe led by White as
" neo-orthodox." Shou ld White not at leas t tell us exactly what
assumpti ons are at work in this explanation and how one would
64 For an introduction to "Barth's encounter with National Socialism," see
Will Herberg, "The Social Philosophy of Karl Bart h," in Commtmity, SWtt and
Church: Three Essays by Karl Barlh (Garden City, NY: Doubleday.Anchor,
1960), 38-55. There is reall), no question about Barth's passionate hostilit)' to
Hitler. For example, according 10 one autho r. "Barth's detestation of and
Opposilion to the Nali regime was absolu te and lotal." This same author notes
that even "liberals are inclined to forgive much to the man who took. such a
strong stand against Adolf Hi tler and who was the movi ng spirit behind the
Declaration of Bannen ." See Rene de Visme Wi lliamson. Politics and Protes/anl
TIIeology; An inlerprewlion of Til/iell, Barlll, Bonhoejjer. and Brunner (Baton
Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1976), 53.
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test them and their spec ific appl ication? Th is he neglects to do.
Whi le, it should be noted, complains about the irrationalism of
others. I must go on record as one more than just a little skeptical
of such exp lanations.
The subtitle of Kendall White's book- A Crisis Theologythus indicates something of his mode of explanation for what he
sees ta kin g place among Lauer-day Saints. He argues that
Mormons are experie ncing a terrible "c risis" of some kind .6s
The end result of thi s supposed "crisis" is a ret urn to Joseph
Smi th's earliest reve lations and espec iall y to the Book of
Mormon. White sees these tex ts as incons istent wit h Joseph
Smith's post- 1835 teach ings and he nce with the "traditional
Mormonism" that he fee ls eve ntu all y emerged. For Whi te,
"trad it iona l Mo rmon is m" became. in s tea d o f a dark
"pessimi sm" in which it was thought that Jesus needed to atone
for the sins of man kind , a pos it ive, liberal "optimism" in which
human beings "save themselves," if there is any "sav in g" to be
done. Bu t by "save" White has in mind merely tem poraril y
cleaning up some of the mess in the world . and not attaini ng
eternal li fe in the presence of God . He would seem to have us
believe that Mormonis m aft er 1835 became merely a kind of
social we lfa re movement.
As we have seen, Wh ite seems to recognize that no real causal
links can be found between developments in the Protestant world
and what he describes as Mormon neo-orthodoxy. including
espec ially the growing auention being given to the contents of the
Book of Mormon (and the other sc ri ptures) among the Saints by
an increasingly sophisticated Mormon acade mic community. He
has found no indicatio n that Latter-day Sai nts have actuall y
borrowed anything fro m Protestant theology. He merely offers an
analogy between what presumably caused Protestants after World
War 1 to beg in to turn back to older be li efs fou nd in the
Reformati on, and what has caused Latter-day Sai nts to begin to
take seriously the teachings fo und in the Book of Mormon. And
65 Roberl L. Mi liCI, i'n responding to Kendall While's Mormon NeoOrlhodoxy. has offered a somewhat difreren t account of whal White has in mi nd
by "social crisis."' Sce Millet. "Joseph Smith and Mode rn Mormonism," 49- 5 J.
On this issue. I accept Millet's analysis and merely strive to go beyond what he
dots.
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the "cause" in both instances is "crisis." Thai is about as far as
White's analogy can take him.
White fleshes out his ana logy by drawing upon reducti oni s!
socio logica l speculation 66 that assumes that ideas about divine and
human things are in some ways merely products of or responses
to what is ambiguously ca lled "cris is ." That portion of his
argument is at least problematic. It is grounded in assumptions
that. if accepted, make both faith and its contents merely products
of culture and also pathological-an aberrant product of a culture
undergoing cri sis. These theories also reduce faith and its contents
to a pathology that enlightenment (or therapy) shoul d be able to
cure or at least ameliorate. Armed with such background
assumptions about what "causes" social movements, White argues
that "socia l c ri s is" or "c ultura l crisis," however these are
understood, somehow generates or yields "pessimism," especially
among th ose given to believing in divine things . And
"pessi mi sm" is bad, since "optimism" is optimi sti c and hence
good. Hence, insistence on the prese nce of sin in human affairs
and a need for redemption from that sin through an atonement by
Jesus Christ is profou ndly "pessimistic" about human thin gs and
therefore wrong, according to White. Presumably an "optimistic"
or " liberar' assessme nt of the human conditi on would not see the
need for an atonement from sin .
Sin ce Protestant liberalism, and White is fond of this "ism,"
was presumably a lso a response to or was produced by an
encounter with the acids of modernity, he has not explained why
that particu lar encounter yie ld ed such an optimisti c, decent,
rational acco mmodation to modernity, whi le the encounter with
modern ity by others late r yielded a pessimism in which God and
redemption a re stressed. Perhaps event s- war, depression,
whatever-<:aused the giddy mood of optimism to dissipate. Then
comes the true crisis. But that would be a genu ine cri sis generated
by the inability of modernity to produce on the illusions it had
generated. To begin to talk thi s way eventually gets us back to
McMurrin's grim pessimi sm in the face of what he considers the
66 White begi ns by describing the Marxist criticism of religion and the
debate it has engendered (pp. 1-3.7.9). He then adds bits and pieces from other
authors who share the no tion that religion understood as faith in God is an
ill usion or delusion.
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failure of the sha ll ow optimi sm associated with Protes tant
liberal ism and li beralism generally. That is another story, whic h
White neglects to tell.
Since White holds that Latter-day Saints have traditionally
held a liberal, "optimi stic" assessment of human nature, they
must also not see a genuine need for an atonement from sin .
Therefore. Mormon theology is "optim is tic" and hence also
" liberal." One hardly needs to state the argument to begin to see
just how silly the whole thing is and how little it has to do with the
actual faith of Latter-day Saints and with the contents of the
scriptures. which provide the ground and content of that faith.
In addition, what initiall y linked White's dabbling in Mormon
intellectual hi story with soc iol ogica l specu lations-he teaches
socio logy at Washington and Lee Uni versity in Lexi ngton.
Virginia-was the ideology he appropriated as a young graduate
student at the University of Utah in the 1960s. At that time he
came to hold that belief syste ms, including espec ially th ose
concerned with di vine things, are necessari ly causally linked to
changes in a controlling material substructure, to use the Marxist
formu lation that he cites (pp. 1-3). White, unfortunately, see ms
not to have out grown thi s indoctrination, for there is little
indication of a significant improvement in either hi s thinkin g or
his com mand of the soc iological or psyc hological literature
between 1967 and 1987. He seems to accept a version of what is
popularl y known as the "economic determinism" found more or
less in certain key writings of Karl Marx67 and elaborated and
modified by hi s disciples. Be that as it may, by 1967. as a young
graduate student , White had been indoctrinated in a sociological
and psychological literature that treats belief in di vine things as an
aberrant, pernicious by-product of an as yet imperfectly socialized
or enlightened psyc he or society.
White elaborated hi s position in both 1967 and 1985. He
begins with Karl Marx (pp. 1-3) and then quotes or paraphrases
the position of several other writers. all in an effort to establish
some necessary causal link between beliefs and social conditions.
White thus explicitly embraces a vague Marxist understanding of
67 White ciles the Seleczed Wrilings in Sociology and Social Philosophy
(the BOltQmore edition), Capilal. and The Poverry of Philosophy by Karl Marx
in both Mormon Neo.Orlhodoxy (p. 8) and in his thesis (pp. 5-6, 85, 106).
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religion. Hi s premise is that the content of what is believed about
d ivine things, wh ich he views as const ituting the ideo logical
superstruct ure, is necessarily dependent in some way upon
underlying social conditions, which form the real substructure for
those beliefs. And changes in the substructure yie ld shifts in the
ideolog ical superstructu re. Though his language in 1987 is not
necessarily cleare r than the language he e mployed in 1967, he
seems even more determi ned to assert a "causal" relationship
between social or cultural c risis (or what Marx. call ed " material"
cond it ions) and belief systems (or what Marx described as the
" ideo log ical" superstruct ure, which especia ll y e mbraces
reli gion).68
White fails to show how one might go about testing such a
theory in general or in its specific application to the study of
Mormonism. But suc h theories are not seen as hypotheses that
need testing, rather as insights that can be app lied to get a desired
result. T hat is, they seem to funct ion as background assumptions
upon whic h the actual explanation being advanced can be made to
rest. Be that as it may, there is little that could be called empirical
in Whi te's book . The closest thing to empirical testing is some
proof-texti ng, often fro m secondary sou rces (like quoting fro m
McMu rrin and othe rs), but nothi ng approach ing an exegesis of
the Book of Mormon. Nor has While attempted to explain why a
"crisis" should have touched onl y a few Mormon academics and
perhaps some Chu rch leaders and not the Sai nts as a whole, who
he seems to assume have been relatively untouched by "Mormon
neo-ort hodoxy." At least that appears to be the case, si nce he has
made no effort to discover whether hi s description of "traditional
Mormonism," which he sees as analogous to Protestant liberal ism,
is or is not now consonant with the beliefs of the Saints generally
or even with its leaders, or whether the Sai nts actually see and have
always seen mank ind as corruptible and hence in need of an
atone ment through Jesus Christ.
68 If. as White claims. both Protestan t neo-orthodoJlY and Mormon ne()orthodoJlY are merely a response to crisis. that is, are caused by or are the
products of crisis. what can he hope to accomplish by preaching to the Saints?
On his theory. what the Saints believc is in large measure beyond their control.
And given his own background assumptions. what he believes may also be
beyond his own control.
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White's Modified Account of the Mormon Past
The one significant thematic shift made by White between his
thesis in 1967 and Mormon Neo -Orthodoxy in 1987 was the
adoption of Thomas G. Alexander's opinion, first announced in
1980, but reprinted subsequen tly,69 that the Book of Mormon and
pre-1835 Mormon teachings of Joseph Smith were "simi lar" or
"close" and in at least once instance "drawn from" the flu x of
Protestantism found in hi s immediate env ironment .10 After 1835,
acco rdin g to Alexander, Josep h Smith abandoned the
"pess imist ic" assess ment of human nature and related notions of
GOd. 71 And White also holds that Joseph Smith then replaced this
early " pessimistic" understanding of human nature, in which an
alonemenl for sin is thought to be necessary, with what Alexander
labels an "optimi stic" or "progressive" theology.
But now, according to Alexander, we are confronted with a
Mormon neo-orthodoxy that is bent on turnin g away from the
earlier "optimist ic," "progress ive theology" by returning to the
teachings concerning human nature found in the early revelations
to Joseph Smith and in th e Book of Mormon. Hence we have,

69 Thomas G. AleJlander, ''The Reconstruction of Mormon Doctrine: From
Joseph Smith to Progressive Theology," SUrls/Orlt 514 (July-August 1980): 2433: reprinted in SunstOM 1015 (May 1985): 8-18; and in a somewhat truncated
form in Line Upon Line: Essays on Mormon Doc/rine, ed. Gary James Bergera
(Salt Lake City: Signature Book.s, 1989),53-66.
70 Thomas G. Alexander, "The Reconstruction of Mormon Doctrine: From
Joseph Smith to Progressive Theology," 24-33. For example, Alexander has it
that "the system of interpretation lof their saered texts] which Mormons adopted
in 1830 was essentially drawn from contemporary Protestantism." But it was
later changed as more and different elements were added to the '·theological"'
amalgam. Ibid., 33 n. 23. Hence, ''theology'· determines what one "finds" in a
text and not the other way around. This assumption seems to justify Alexander's
notion that whm was in the Book of Mormon concerning God, for example, was
mere ly ni neteenth-century sectarian Protestan tism. And those teachings are,
Alexander claims, disconti nuous with and also inconsistent with what was later
taught by Joseph Smith and believed by the Saints.
71 According to Alexander, '·the doctrines of God and ma n revealed in these
sources (that is. the Book. of Mormon and so forth] were not greatly different
from those of some of the religious denominations of the time. Marvin Hill has
argued that the Mormon doctrine of man in New York contained elements of both
Calvinism and Arminianism, though tending toward the lauer." Ibid., 25.
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To get to this point in his argument, Alexander begins with the
following:
Perhaps th e main barrier to understa nding the
development of Mormon theo logy is an underlying
assumption by most Church members that there is a
cumulative unity of doctrine. Mormon s seem to believe
that particular doctrines develop consistently, that ideas
build on each other in a hierarchical fashionJ2
Alexander flatly denies that Ihi s is so. And he claims that,
"while this type of exegesis or interpretation may produce
syste mati c theology and while it may sati sfy those trying to
understand and internalize current doctrine, it is bad history since
it leaves an unwarranted impression of continuity and
consistency."7) In other words, what is found in the Book of
Mormon and the early revelations to Joseph Smith is, according to
Alexander, both discontinuous with and also inconsistent with
what "deve loped " in the Prophet's thinking after 1835,
especially during the Nauvoo period. And it is also inconsistent
and discontinuous with what those whom Alexander sees as
" progressive theologians" churned out between 1893 and 1925.
Hence, a good rather than bad history will tell us how "certain
doctrines have in fact developed."74 A good historical account,
such as the one he presumably provides, will necessarily stress
discontinuity and inconsistency between the early teac hings and
what ca me later, when "these progressive theologians provided a
framework for understand ing man which went relatively
un cha llen ged until the recent development of Mormon neoorthodo xy."75
Alexander focuses his attention on what Joseph Smith taught
about "God and man" before and after 1835, arguing that
"placing development of these doctrines into historical context
will also illuminate the appearance of so-called neo-orthodoxy (a
72 Ibid., 24.
73 Ibid., empbasis added.
74 Ibid.
75 Ibid .. 30.
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term borrowed from twentieth cen tury Protestanti sm) , which
emphasizes particular ideas about the sovereignty of God and the
dep ravity of man. "16 At thi s point in his argument Alexander
relies upon Kendall White' s views.??
In the final sect ion of his essay entitled "Reconstruction of
Mormon Doctrine," which is devoted to th e conside ratio n of
"So me Consequences for Our Time," Alexander states the
following opinion concerning his and Kendall White's speculation
about a Mormon neo-orthodoxy:
During the period followin g World War I, a movement
developed in Prote stantis m whic h cha ll enged the
prevailin g moderni sm and proposed the reestablishment
of a more sophisticated form of a theology which returned
to the basic teachings of Luther and Ca lvin emphasizing
the sovereignty of God and the depravity of man . Since
World War II , a simil ar move ment has taken place in
Mormonism which is as notabl e fo r its differences from
the Protestant movement as for its similarities.1!!
He then concludes his essay as follows:
As O. Ke ndall White has pointed out, Mormon neoort hodoxy has not gone as far as the Protestant movement
in defin ing a sovereign God and a depraved man entirely
dependent upon grace for salvation . As shou ld be
apparent, state ments by Jose ph Smith , the progressive
theologians [James E. Talmage, John A. Widstoe, B. H.
Roberts], and the First Preside ncy have spec ifica ll y
rejected doctrines such as the abso lute sovereignty of God
and irres istible grace. In the absence of an authoritati ve
statement by the First Presidency, however, it is still
possible 10 return to the earl y 1830s and find a basicall y
sensual and devilish man . Because of the reconstruction of
the Mormon doctrine of God, however, what we get today
76 Ibid., 24.
77 Ibid. Ale:under'.s supporting citation is to a portion of Kendall White's
1967 thesis that was published in Dialogue under the title "The Transformation
of Mormon Theology," 24 n. 2 (citation found at 32).
78 Ibid .. 32. n. 55 (cilalion found at 33), citing Kendall While again.
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is a rather unsteady neo-orthodoxy lacking the vigor and
certitude of it s Protestant co unterpart , si nce th e
progressives amputated two of its legs and seriou sly
weakened the third .19
Certainly one can be excused for wondering what Alexander's
views are on the question of whether Joseph Smith (and those who
followed him) turned away from the earlie r belief in the absolute
necessity of an atonement for sin by Jesus Christ. He seems to
claim that eve n the understanding of " the atone ment and
sa lvati on," which he concludes was originall y "similar" or
"close" to the teaching s "that might have been found in many
conte mporary Protestant denomin ations," underwent over lime a
"tra nsformation " or "reco nstruction " in th e "doctrinal
development" of the Nauvoo period. So How? Well. he is not clear
on this maHer. Joseph Smith's King Follen funeral sermon is. for
Alexander, the culmination of a radical transformation in what he
call s "Joseph Smith's theology."SI But on the crucial issue of the
atonement hi s views remain unclear, especiall y given his earlier
insistence that it is bad history to see consistency in what he calls
the "Reconstruction of Mormon Doctrine."
We must ask; did Joseph Smith's teachings in Nauvoo
constitute an abandonment of the atonement? If not, then what we
have in the King Foll ett sermon mu st be seen as so mehow
consistent with what is found in the Book of Mormon and the
early revelations, thai is, as a line-by·line addition to the earlier
revelations. It is clear where Kendall White stands on this issue. but
it is not clear where Alexander stands.
In 1987, and unlike his earlier understanding, White argued
that there really is a Mormon neo-orthodoxy that "is primarily a
post- World-War II phenomenon ," which

79 Ibid., 32.
80 See Thomas G. Alexander, ., 'A New and Everlasting Covenant' An
Approach to the Theology of Joseph Smith," in New Views of Mormon His/ory:
A Collectioll of EHlI.YS in Honor of Leonard J. Arrington, cd. Davis Bitton and
Maureen U. Beecher (Salt Lake City: University of Ulah Press, 1987).57- 58.
81 Alexander, "Reconstruction of Mormon Doctrine:' 28; Alexander .• , 'A
New and Everlasting Covenant,' " 58- 59.
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has been reinforced by hi storian Thomas G. Alexander in
hi s semina l analys is of "The Reconstruction of Mormon
Doc trine" publi shed in 1980. However, Al ex ander
convinc in gly argued th at during the initia l period of the
formulati on of Mormon doctrine, 1830 to 1835, Mormon
be liefs differed little from those of American Protestants.
Te mpered by the perfecti oni sm of the Methodists, the
Morm on doc trine of huma n nature te nded toward
depravity, while its absolutist and trinitarian concept of
God re in fo rced a notion of the sav ing grace provided by
the death and atonement of Jesus Chri st. ... As prevalent
the mes in the Book of Mormon, these were apparently
beliefs of the earliest Mormons. (pp. xv iii- xix)
White add s the foll owin g re mark : "From 1835 until hi s
mart yrdom in 1844, Joseph Smith increasin gly emphasized the
finit e nature of God , a more optimistic view of humanity and a
doctrine of salvation by merit " (p. xix, c iting Th omas G.
Al exander for support for hi s opinion).

Using the Wrong Lens,
Fashioning the Wrong Picture
Ironically. in 1980. as we have seen, Alexander borrowed from
White the notion th at th e suppo sedl y "optimi stic" or
"progress ive" theology, whic h White imagin es is "traditi onal
Mormonism," is under attack from those who want to set in place
a " Mormon neo-o rth odoxy." Thi s new movement, to whic h
Wh ite objects, involves, among other thin gs, the attempt to stress
the teachin gs found in the Book of Mormon at the ex pe nse of
"the reco nstructi on of Mormon doctrine" presumabl y broug ht
abou t by those who he lped the C hurch move "from Joseph Smith
to progress ive th eology."82 What we have in a ll of this is an idea
first articul ated by McMurrin , and then picked up by Whi te and
then later by Alex ande r from White (though not direc tly from
Mc Murrin ),83 and then, with embe ll ishme nt s, re turn ed from
82 Alexander, "The Reconstruction of Mormon Doctrine," 24-33.
83 McMurrin holds that "there is a lot of nonsense in the King Follett
discourse ... , but I don·t think that Mormon theology is in any sense dependent
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Alexander to White. But noth ing in this melange about the
"development" of theologies in the Mormon past makes much
sense if the Book of Mormon remain s the keystone of our fait h
and is taken serious ly.
Un like McM urri n and White, Alexander reall y be lieves that
the re was a Leh i colony a nd so fort h.84 But he a lso seems to

on the King Follett discourse." And then he adds that he feels that the "way of
discussing the idea of the potential divinity in man alld the ultimate mystery of
the reality of God," as that is found in the King Follett sermon, "is not only
destruc ti ve to sane rel igion, it is intellectually debasing. There are others who
know far more than I about the history of Mormon theology and such things as
the place in it of the Ki ng Follett sermon. Thomas Alexander, for instance, of
the BYU history faculty is an extremely competent person in th is field." Quoted
from "An Interview with Sterling McMurrin," 39.
84 Alexander's affi rmation concerning the Book of Mormon is as follows:
" In fact, I believe the Book of Mormon is an ancient text and that the doctrines
explicated in the book are doctrines believed by the Nephites and other ancient
peoples whose record the book contains." Then he adds that "instead of
assuming that the Book of Mormon reneets Joseph Smith's early thought," he
assumes that "Joseph Smith's early thought reneeted the things he had Jearned
from the Book of Mormon." Then he notes, by way of clari fication , that he
merely finds it interesting "that those teachings lin the Book of Mormon) were
similar to those of some ni neteenth-century Arminian-based Protestant groups
such as [he Methodists and Disciples .... However. that does not mean that the
Book of Mormon doctrines we re drawn from contemporary Protestantism. only
that they were similar." Sec Alexander's "Afterwords," nyu Studies 29/4 (Fall
1989): 143-44-which was a passionate response to Millet's essay cite<! earlier.
Alexander leaves unexplained why God would reveal to ancient Nephites (and
then through their reco rds to Joseph Smith) leachings that he would later
contradict after 1835 as a radical "Rcconstruction of Mormon Doctrine" took
place. If the teaching on the Godhead in the Book of Mormo n is essentially
trinitarian. as Alexander maintains, then one may wonder whether God somehow
changed his mi nd after 1830 about that matter or whet her Joseph Smith just did
not get it ri ght in the first place. And if the ancient Nephites were taught
something similar to trinitarian theology. why was that necessary'? Was it
because they were primitives and could simply not understand the much less
complex and convoluted teaching that God revealed to Joseph Smith after 1835?
And why would it be necessary to teach primitive Nephi tes and then later Joseph
Smith before 1835 some version of trinitarian doc tri ne prior to setting forth
after 1835 what is a much less convoluted teaching on the Godhead? Alexander
obviously does not like such questions being raised because he sees them as
questioning his convictions. [ am not calling into question even obliquely his
"belief in such basic matters as the historical validity of the Book of Mormon or
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believe that the truth about God and man is to be found in a later
theological "development" of an "optimi sti c" or " progress ive"
theology, McMurrin and White label thi s "development" the
authentic Mormon view; they also label it a " li beral" theology
manifest ing what McMurrin describes as "the authentic spirit of
Mormon reli g ion ,"8S and White th ereafter refers 10 it as
"traditional Mo rm oni s m" ( pa ss im), "traditional Mormon
thou ght " (p p, xi, 86, 87, 100), and "traditional Mo rmon
theology" (p. 177).
In all of thi s it does not seem to have occurred to White that,
from the pers pec ti ve o f those who accept Joseph Smith 's
prophetic claims, it is a mistake to appropriate the secular or
relig ious fads and fashions found in the ex te ri or world and
especial ly to reach an accommodation with anti·religious
ideologies found in secular modernity, White seems enthralled by
the seculari zing trends of modernit y and therefore insists that the
Church should yield or reach an accommodation even on the
mos t basic iss ues. But why must the Saints yield to the latest
fa shi ons? Well, not to yield is understood as being moved by
"c ri ses" to ho ld dan gerous, " pessi mi stic" positions, Why are
they dangerous? Presumably because they are defined by
McMurrin as "pessi mi stic" assessments of human nature, Such a
bias introduces an element of fantasy into White's book, He has
used the label "Mormon neo-orthodoxy" to describe those who
have not had the kind of response he desi res "to the experience
of ' modern ity'-the seculari zation of society and culture" (p.
xi),
White's strategy is to focus on the writings of a few Latter·day
Saint academics who take seriously the restored gospe l. Some of
those he has se lec ted see m worthy of seri ous attention (for

the authent icity of Joseph Smith's revelations from God,"
attcmpting to figurc out how he sorts out some im portant and
given his penchant for seci ng the earlier teaching of Joseph
inconsistent and disconti nuous with what was latcr taught.
8:; McMurrin, The Theological Foundations of Mormon
(quotcd by Whitc, xviii).

I am merely
crucial issues,
Smith as both

Religion, III
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example, David H. Yarn and Hugh Nibley),86 and others clearly
are not. Aside from his attitude toward a few really quirky
examples, such as former Mormon intellectual Paul Toscano, he
charges people like Nibley with advancing a new heresy merely
because they seem to him to reject hi s idiosyncratic notion of what
constitutes " traditional Mormonism," which pictures the restored
gospel as essentially a variety of Protestant liberalism.
White thinks that "trad itional Mormonism" is "libe ral" and
"optimi stic" precisely because it is not concerned wit h the need
for a redemption from sin by Jesus Christ. He is, of course, wrong
on this issue; nothing more can be said. Nor does he bother to try
to explain why it is "pessi mi sti c" to sense the power of
redemplion from death and sin through the atonement of Jesus
Christ. There is nothing to suggest that Lauer-day Saints have ever
seriously entertained Ihe nOlion that the alonemem of Jesus Christ
is unnecessary, which is not 10 say thai individuals with links to the
Mormon culture have not neglected the atonement. The mosl that
can be said is that at times the Saints have not st ressed the
atonement as vigorously as is warranted. s7 Be that as it may, White
describes "traditional Mormonism" as "optimi stic" about man.
And by "opt imistic" he means that they have not thought the
atonement was necessary. He also assumes, and again wrongly,
that "Mormon neo-orthodoxy" holds a "pessimistic" view of
man merely because it takes seriously both the necess ity and the
reality of a redemption from sin by Jesus Christ. What exactly is
pessimistic about that? Perhaps for White it is not the redemption
from sin that is "pess imi stic" but the very thought that a
redemption is necessary- a naughty, low opinion about man.
And White wrongly assumes that a belief in a "finite" God,S8
rather than God understood as something like a "ground of
Being," entai ls a rejection of the idea of the sovereignly of God.
86 Others that White in 1987 claimed were involved in advancing in one
way or another "Mormon neo-onhodoxy" include Elders Neal A. Maxwell, Bruce
R. McConkie. Russell M. Nelson, and Dallin H. Oaks.
87 On this maller, see Millet, "Joseph Smith and Modem Mormonism,"
61 - 62.

88 I am not happy with this term. Millet uses the term "infinite" instead.
Millet. "Joseph Smith and Modern Mormonism," 54. But that term troubles me
e ven more. Nevertheless. I believe that we agree on what we are trying to say,
even though our terminolog y differs.
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Hence all that talk by both White and Alexander (already quoted)
about the sovereignty of God seems confused. Certainly God need
not be an Absolute. like the ground of Being or whatever the
fashionable description of God is in philosophical theology, to be
sovereig n. unless one has in mind a notion of "God" that is
dependent upon calegories and arguments borrowed from Greek
phil osophy. And Latter-day Sai nts have fortunately to this point
refused to do that sort of thing. White's rather simpli stic opi ning
about matters such as the sovereignty of God seems part of his
effort to punish the Church for not reaching an accommodation
with certain fad s th at may be described as Sec ular
Fundamentalism.

Talking the Saints into Something Strange
As we have seen, White is not the first to attempt to thrust upon
the Saints a kind of Protestant liberal theol ogy. But until or unless
the Sai nts can be persuaded th at such a th in g is "the authentic
sp irit of Mormon rel igion" (p. xv ii i, where he is quotin g
McMurrin ) or what White likes to label "traditional
Mormoni sm. " such efforts see m futi le. In order to accomplish
this task, whatever elemen ts in Mormon culture that can be linked
with a secularized, naturalistic humanism or with vague and highl y
sentimentalized Protestant liberal nostru ms are celebrated, and
eve rything else ignored or ridiculed. The strategy behind this
form of Kullurmorm onismus has been to charge the Restoration
with promotin g irrat ionali sm, bibli cism, anti-intellectuali sm,
authoritarianism, and political or moral conservati sm. and thereby
to denigrate as dev iant whatever see ms incon sistent with the
secular. liberal heresy being promoted. S9
Even most of those few on the fringe s of Mormon community
in the 1960s who then had a longi ng for a fashionably "liberal"
Mormonism see m to have fo rsaken thei r agenda. Back then they
89 Or linked with those clemeOis of modernity that form the creed for the
Secular Fundamentalism upon which the liberal heresy rests. Some of the authors
under consideration hold that the Book of Mormon is inconsistent wit h Joseph
Smith's King Follett address; they also assume that those who take seriously the
teac hings of the Book o r Mormon must reject the teachings round in the Ki ng
Follett address.
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were a melancholy lot. McMurrin, for example, has complained
about the movement away from naturali sti c humanism and
positivism among increasingly compete nt Latter-day Saint
inte llectuals who now take the Restoration serio usly. And he
sometimes complains about the lack of courage among those who
fancied themselves "l iberals."9o
White's campai gn for a presumably fashionably " liberal"

Mormon theology-t hat is what his book is really about-does
not rest on careful ly worked-out arguments. Instead, he employs
what amounts to a rather crude semi-Marxist sociology with some
psychological jargon thrown in to exp lain why a " liberal" heresy
has failed to lake hold in the Mormon commun ity. He goes about
that indirectly by asserting that orthodox Mormon teachings and
be li efs are being reemph asized by Latter-day Sai nt scholars.
White's strugg le to reduce the teac hings of the restored gospel to
so-called " liberal" slogans also involves an atte mpt to revise the
hi story of the Church for the purpose of making it appear that
there o nce was a Mormon theo logy that was similar to liberal
Protestanti sm. That is si mply bunk.
When McMurrin talk s about the " li beral" e le ments in
"Morm o n theology " or it s " humanistic temper" o r the
"natura li sti c a nd pra gmat ic propensities of the Mormon
people" 9t and then adds language identifying a "natural istic
q ua lity of Mormon philosophy" so Ihat he e nds up claiming that
" it is not e ntirely inaccurate to describe Mormonism as a kind of
naturalistic. human istic theism,"92 we are clearly being subjecled
to so me wanton label ing-to slogans that form a kind of battle
cry. Such rhetorical excess might make the thoughtful just a little
cautious when he begins to describe what he labels "the authentic
spi rit of Mormon re ligion."93 Whatever else one might say about
his bold opi nin g, he is obviously not talking abollt the teaC hings
fo und in the Book of Mormon or the reve lat io ns assoc iated with
Joseph Smit h, but primarily about his own efforts to recast certain
e leme nts of the Mormon past into something close to Protestant
90 See. for example. McMurrin's ''Toward Intellectual AnarChy," 209- 13.
91 Sec, for example. "An Interview with Sterling McMurrin," 18-43.
92 The Theolo8ical FOlmdatioflS of lhe Mormon Religion. quoted from the
first unnumbered page of the "foreword."
93 Ibid., 3.
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liberalism, if not a form of naturalist ic humanism. McMurrin has
sensed that the Book of Mormon and the bulk of that which is
associated with Joseph Smith would have to be jettisoned in order
to persuade the Saints to adopt a genui nely " liberal" theology.
Since McMurrin rejects the possibility of prophetic chari sms,94 he
has no reason to attempt to attend to or preserve in the life of the
Saints the teachings in the founding revelations, includ in g the
Book of MormonYs
White seems not to have realized that McMurrin believes ·that
there are potentially two competin g ideologies with roots in
Joseph Smi th-the older one being somewhat closer to Protestant
orthodox y because it takes seri ously the redemption from si n
through Jesus Christ and hence rests on what McMurrin oddly
labels a "pessimistic" view of man, and the newer one, for which
he is the articulate spokes man, having much in common with the
so-called "optimism" about man that he attributes to Protestant
liberali sm if not secular human ism. If White, in 1967, had
understood McM urrin better, he would have been able to
complete the analogy between an original pessimistic orthodoxy,
followed by a progressive opt imi sm or benign liberalism. only to
be foll owed by a currently controlling pessimistic neo-orthodoxy.

Dismantling the Christ and
Doing Without Divine Mercy
White understands Protestant liberal theology in the following
way:
From the doctrines of an immanent God and the
perfectibility of humanity, liberali sm did not need a sav ior
in the orthodox Christian sense. Indeed, people were not
in a predicament from which they needed salvation .
Furthermore. they possessed the power within themselves
to change conditions-the power, if you will, to save
themse lves. Yet this does not imply that li beral theology
left no place for Jesus. On the contrary, the importance of
94 Ibid., II I.
95 See McMurrin's remarks about those who lake revelation seriously in his
"Toward Intellectual Anarchy," 210- 11.
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Jesus is found in his exemplary moral life. Through Jesus
we learn the good life and the way back to God. It is not
through an atonement thar humankind is reconciled with
God, nor through divine grace where some are elected to
sal va tion , but rather through th e moral and natural
perfection of the individual personality. (p. 43)
To which While adds the following: "Liberalism helped to
di smantle the Chrisl-Christianity's ultimate object of worship.
Christ became Jesus the teacher and e xemplar" (p. 46) , This
description is. incidentally, not an entirely inacc urate account of
exactly what has taken place among some Protestants in America,
and it may help ex plain why the mainline churches have fallen on
hard times when forced to compele with PrOlestant evangelicals
who actually believe something . Sentiments about a nice teacher
of ethics, or a wonderful. "gentle Galilean" are hardly what
Christianity is all about. The e nli ghte ned liberals, according to
While, "abandoned much of the biblical account of Jesus ," and
acco rdin gly. the liberals either rejected or radically
reinte rpreted Jesus' signifi cance for humanit y. The
Iran sformati on of Christian th eo logy into sec ular
morality-C hri st on the cross into Je sus the moral
teacher-confirmed the worst suspicions of neo-orthodox
theologians (p. 47),96
"The Kingdom of God," for such liberals. was understood
"as a just, peaceful, and harmonious society !that] had become a
real poss ibility , requiring only the adequate development of
reason, science, and tech nology. In stead of awaiting the direct
intervention of Christ the Redeemer. liberalism depended on the
example of Jesus the teacher" (p. xiii). For White, "thi s avowedly
optimistic view was a casualty of World War I" (p. xiii).
The next step in White's argument is to attempt to show how
what he labels " traditional Mormoni sm" closely matc hes his
description of Protestant liberali sm. He succeeds only by ignoring
96 McMurrin seems annoyed because I have a low opinion of theology.
especially thai grounded in a philosophic cu tture. Sce my entry on ''Theology''
in the Encyclopedia of Mormonism (New York : Macmillan. 1992).4: 1475-76:
and cf. McMurrin's response in his "Toward intellectual Anarchy." 2 10- 11.
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the earl y revelations to Joseph Smith and the Book of Mormon
and most of what follows, and by stressi ng on ly a few items
wrenched out of context-and above all by simply in sist ing th at
McMurrin 's account is the final wo rd on "traditional
Mormoni s m."
According to White, the key to "traditional Mormonism," a
so· ca ll ed Mormon "libe ra l" ideology, is faith in "th e
fundamemal good ness of hum an nature, and a doctrine of
salvation based primarily on merit" (p. xx iv) . He insists that
Mormonism once proclaimed "a doctrine of salvation by merit"
(p. xv i), or the "goodness of humanity, and salvation by merit"
(p. xxii). He also refers to a liberal Mormon "optimistic
evaluation of human nature, and its doctrine of salvation by
works" (p. xii). "Because of this optimistic assessment of human
nature, traditi onal Mormonism does not emphasize the grace of
God" (p. 101), for "Mormonism espouses a doctrine of salvation
by human works" (p. 80). But those Wh ite label s Mormon Neo·
Orthodox theologian s, under the impress of soc ial crisis after
World War II, now stress "the necess ity of grace," and such a
"preoccupation with 'grace' and denial of human possibilities for
the amelioration of adverse conditions suggest an underlying
authoritarianism. Humanity is incapable of saving itself in time or
in eternity" (p. 55).
White is thus annoyed to find Latter·day Saints empl oyi ng
"such traditional Christian terms as 'carnal man,' 'sensual man,'
'devilish man,' 'orig inal guilt ,' 'ev il s of the flesh,' and 'seeds of
corrupti on.' Such language points to a pessimistic view of
humanity" (p. 96), or to a dreadful "pess imi stic concept of
human nature" (p. 99), or to a "pess imi stic assessment of human
nature, and a doctrine of salvation by grace" (p. xvi), and
therefore also to an emphasis on "the atonement of Christ in
contrast to the life of Jesus" (p. 106). He apparently does not
notice th at such language is either directly borrowed from the
Book of Mormon and other Laner·day Saint scriptures or easily
inferred from thei r language and teachin gs.
White assumes that hi s Mormon liberal s proclaim "an
optimistic concept. of human pote ntial and the noti on of
progress" (p. xiv) which rests on a belief in the "goodness of
humankind " (p. 79), or an "optimistic co ncept of human
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natu re" (p. 86), or what he also ca ll s a belief in the "basic
goodness of hum an nature" (pp. 77. 100), or s imply the
"good ness of human nature" (p. 95), or that "h uman nature is
good rather than evil" (p. 86), which presumably entails a
"doctrine of sa lvat ion stress ing merit rather than grace" (p. 86).
While ho ld s that " traditional Mormonism" long ago dispensed
with the silly idea that humans are fallible, sin ful , corruptible, or
depraved in any degree, and hence in need of divine forgiveness
made pos s ibl e by the ato nement of Jesus Christ. His
understanding of Mormon beliefs at times matches the offensive
and rid ic ulous caricature offered by fu lminati ng PrOlestants bent
on demonstratin g that Mormons are not C hrist ian .

On Never Revising or Testing a n Account
In twenty years White see ms to have fo und nothing that has
impelled him to question, revise, or even e laborate hi s background
theories, even though they have increasingly fallen on hard times
among sociologists. One wou ld never know from reading Mormon
Neo·Orthodoxy that in twenty years, in addition to a surprising
growth of interest in religion among soc iologists in particular and
academics in general, much has changed in the way in which a
growing number of them approach religion . Some of this work is
done by believers of one stripe or anothe r, or at least by those
sympat hetic with belief, and it is therefore not now always
grounded in the older hosti lity or suspicion that is typically found
among those whose theories a re drawn from e lements found in the
writings of Freud and Marx , both of whom began with the
assumpt ion that all of what they labeled "reJigion"-all "God·
talk"-is necessarily e ither a delu sion or an illusion of some kind.
Some and pe rhaps even much of the socio logical study of
religion, of course, is still done by those who see it as it is
portrayed by White, that is, as an aberration muc h like juvenile
delinquency or narcotic add ict io n that furth er therapy or
e nli ghtenment wi ll perhaps cause to disappear. Or it is done by
those who grade it higher if it accommodates as much as possible
the most antireligious elements of secular modernity . White seems
to approach the study of Mormon things w ith the assumption that
re ligion comes in higher and lower forms, is either "pessimistic"
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or "optimistic," ev il or perhaps benign, and so forth. He mounts
a pUlpit fo r the purposes of preaching his fas hionable form of
secular e nlightenment , if not from all forms of relig ion, at least
from the particularly unpleasant manifestation of superstition he
finds among Latter~day Saints. In his preachments he distorts both
the Mormon past and the present in an effort to make hi s opinions
seem plau sible. Mormon Neo-Orthodoxy is a bad book precisely
because it promises much and del ivers slogans, confus ion, and
secu lar dogmatism couched in fuzzy jargon.97
And when White's bac kground theory is applied to an actual
instance of a sophi sticated and widely read account of Mormon
be li efs, it turns out to be si mpl y false. For example, see his
subdued assessment of Hugh Nibley's soc ial criticism, which is
link ed as muc h as any soc ial crit icis m cou ld be to an
understanding of the scriptures-espec iall y the Book of
Mormon-and he nce to the leach ings of the prophets, both
ancient and modern. White apparent ly does not sense that his
theory fails to account for the complexit ies of Mormon beliefs,
either in general or in cases like that of Nibley or virtuall y anyone
else one cou ld name.

A Brief Postscript
The thoughtful considerat ion of Mormonism, wh ich must
beg in wi th or at least assume some stance on the Book of
Mormon, does not occur in Mormon NeD-Orthodoxy. Those who
encouraged its publicat ion must share some ignominy for having
publ ished such a book. The restored gospel is abused when it is
reduced to a parade of faci le slogans, and especially when it is cast
in the terms White employs. Such language interdicts thought. If
97 McMurrin boasts of rejecting "the divinity of Christ." He grants he is
guilty of "committing the basic Christian heresy and that the stock· in-trade
reply. , , would be that"' he thinks "that Jesus was nothing but a great teacher
or something of the sort," He denies that this does "justice to his views on
Jesus," and suggests that "there is a middle ground between being simply a great
teacher and being God," McMurrin is willing to grant that "Jesus had a
transcendent, charismalic personalilY and a remarkable insight into moral and
spiritual matters," BUI he also affirms Ihat he finds " neilher wisdom nor love" in
the idea that Jesus surfered, bled, and died ror mankind, See "An tnterview with
Sterling McMurrin," 31 - 32,
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White had take n seriously the Book of Mormo n and its teachings
and the role of that tex:t in the li fe of the Saints, he could not have
advanced the account of Mormon things fo und in his book.
Wh ite could have at least endeavored to explain how Latter·
day Saints, fro m the moment they started following Joseph Smith,
could believe that the Book of Mo rmo n is both true and that it
co nta ins truths fo r them, and yet not have ge nuinely found
sustenance in the atoneme nt of Jesus C hri st. Th e Saints have
quoted fro m the Book of Mormon in their sermons; read it as part
of their devotion to God; consulted it for conso lation, instruction.
and moral g uidance; fou nd in it a message that allowed them to
face the terrors of li fe- incl udi ng death-with eq uanimity; and
offered it to the gentile worl d as ev idence that the heavens have
been opened. Cultural Mormons may have jelti soned the Book of
Mormon, but it has bee n and st ill is the keystone of the faith of
genuine Latter-day Saints.
If there is c urrent ly a re newed interest in the Book of
Mormon, and in that se nse a Mormo n nco-ort hodoxy, and I
believe that there Is,98 then we must look at whatever came after
98 Much of White's professional work consists of attacks on the Churcb
which are couched in sociological jargon. At times he employs something of the
style and methods of anti-religious jou rnalism. See his "Mormonism's
Anti-Black Pol icy and Prospects for Change," Journal of Religious Thoughl
2912 (Autumn-Winter 1972): 39--60. When the poliey to which he objected was
changed. he insisted that the change was the product of political pressures
e)(erted uJ>On thc Church. See his ·'Abandoning an Unpopular Policy: An
Analysis of the Decision Granting the Mormon Priesthood to Blacks,"
Sociologicol Analysis: A Journal in Ihe Sociology 0/ Religion 41 (Fall \980):
23 1-45; and his "Boundary Maintenance, Blacks, and the Mormon Priesthood,"
Journal 0/ Religious Thoughl 3712 (Fall-Winter 1980-1981): 30--44. For a
criticism of his speculation, see Armand L. Mauss, ··While on Black Among the
Mormons: A Critique of White and White:· Sociological Analysis 42J3 (Summer
1981): 277--82: with a rejoinder entitled "A Reply to Mauss's Critique of Our
Analysis of ·" dmilting Blacks into the Mormon Priesthood," Sociological
Analysis: A Journal in tile Sociology 0/ Religion 42J3 (Fall 1981): 283-87. For
other journalistic attacks on the Church, see White·s "Overt and Covert Politics:
The Mormon Church·s Anti- ERA Campaign in Virginia:' Virginia Social
Science Journal 19 (Winter 1984): 11- 16; ·'A Feminist Challenge: 'Mormons
for ERA' as an Internal Social Movement,'· JOllrnal of Ethnic Studies 13 (Spring
1985): 29-50; "Ideology of the Family in Nineteenth Century Mormonism,"
Sociological Spectrum 6/3 (June 1986): 289-306. White also joined those who
anticipate a coalition of Laner-day Saints with something labeled the "New
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that initial theophany , translation, and offering of the Book of
Mormon to the world as the elaboration by God, through
additional revelations, of the gospel of Jesus Christ. And those
who take the Book of Mormon serious ly begin with the
assu mption that what was added to the understanding of the Saints
by further reve lati on was not esse ntiall y di sco ntinuous or
inconsistent with what was taught at the very beginning of the
Restoration, but came line upon line. as part of the restoration of
all things,99
Now, of course, Latter-day Saints, including the Brethren, have
been given to speculati ons, some of which has not necessaril y
been consistent with what went before. The Saints, though, are not
bound by such speculation. Hence. the way to achieve a sou nd
understandi ng of Mormon ism is to look for contin uities and not
just assume inconsistency between what is found in the Book of
Mormon and what came later throu gh divine special reve lati ons
and in spired teach in gs. After all, the Book of Mormon is the
canon- the primary measuring rod. And, if an angel actually had
something to do with it, it is then not a mere human invention or
an instance of "theological" specu lation by Joseph Smith.
If, as so me have recently proposed, there is a radical
discontinuity and even inconsistency between what Joseph Smith
taught after 1835 and what is found in the Book of Mormon, then
they must explain , if they are genuine believers, exactly why God
wou ld have misled Joseph Smith with the Book of Mormon on ly
to have given him somet hing fundamentally different later on.
And they must expla in exactl y why God mi sled the ancient
Nephites. if what they were taught through divine reve lation
through their prophets is not really true, that is, can be brushed
aside by a subsequent development or later reconstructi on in
some thing called Mormon "theo logy." And their ex planatio n

Christian Right." See his "A Review and Commentary on the Prospects of a
Mormon New Christian Right Coalition," REViEW of Religious Research 2812
(December 1986): 180-88.
99 But this move ment has, as I have shown, nothing to do with what is
sometimes described as Protestant neo-orthodo:'ty. See also Miliet, "Jose ph
Smith and Modern Mormonism," 66. on the issue of whether there is a Mormon
neo-orthodo:'ty .
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mus t be coherent and not simply a statement indicating that they
believe in the histo ric ity of the Book o f Mormon and are outraged
by those who wonder exaclly how that can be , given what they
have written.

And writers like Professor Brooke. who stand outside the circle
of faith , s hould n OI be surprised to find resistance to their
speculation from fa ithful Latter·day Saint sc holars. especially
when they draw upon books like Mormon Neo- Orthodoxy. tOO

100 II is discouraging [0 find Jan Shipps, who one would expect to know

better, promN:,.,g Brooke's The Refiner 's Fire with a testimonial for the book's
dust cover. as well as ad vertisements for the book. Though she must certainly
know better, she claims the The Refiner 's "'ire "is not just a revealing hi story of
the background of the first Mormons and earl y Mormonism but a larger history
of early Ame rican cu lture that will do a lmost as much for readers who are
interested in the cultural contex t in which this new American religion developed
as it will do for those who simpl y want to learn more about Mormon
beginnings." See The New Republic (3 October 1994): 35. Such as statement
raises a question about where she rea lly stands on certain crucial issues.
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